
Avatar  and  the  Longing  for
Eden
Dr. Patrick Zukeran examines the blockbuster movie from a
biblical perspective, identifying reasons for why this movie
resonated with so many people despite its false worldview of
pantheism.

Introduction
James Cameron’s hit movie Avatar ranks as a
ground-breaking epoch. This movie features new
technology and special effects that make it
landmark fantasy film, joining the elite group
of movies which include 2001: A Space Odyssey,
Star Wars, and Lord of the Rings.

What accounts for the tremendous popularity of this movie? I
believe the cutting edge technology, combined with the strong
environmental message, stirred the hearts of people throughout
the world. I believe the movie also awakened a deep longing in
all of us for Eden.

In Avatar we are projected into the twenty-second century and
enter  the  alien  world  of  Pandora,  a  spectacular  tropical
paradise inhabited by the ten foot tall, blue skinned Na’vi.
Through  innovative  3-D  technology,  we  are  immersed  into
experiencing this stunning paradise in vivid detail as never
before encountered in cinema.

CNN  news  reported  that  after  the  movie,  numerous  fans
experienced  depression  and  even  suicidal  thoughts  as  they
reflected on the present state of our planet and longed for
the paradise of Pandora. Several websites included hundreds of
entries from individuals who expressed their sense of loss and
regret. In Pandora many saw a paradise that was lost, or one
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that can never be attained on this earth.

An individual identified as Ivar Hill wrote on one of the
Avatar  forum  sites:  “When  I  woke  up  this  morning  after
watching Avatar for the first time yesterday, the world seemed
 . . . gray. It was like my whole life, everything I’ve done
and worked for, lost its meaning,” Hill wrote on the forum.
“It just seems so . . . meaningless. I still don’t really see
any reason to keep . . . doing things at all. I live in a
dying world.”{1}

What accounts for this deep longing that was aroused by this
movie? I believe within all people there is a longing for
Eden, a pristine paradise where mankind and nature live in
perfect harmony. Where does this longing of Eden derive from?

In Genesis God created a perfect world in which sin was not
present. Man and woman lived in a beautiful and perfect world
free from the effects and decay of sin. After the fall, this
paradise was lost and the effects of sin began to tear apart
God’s good creation. Since then, man has sought to recover
what was lost. However, can we ever regain what was lost? How
should  we  view  our  environment  now  in  this  fallen  world?
Should we resign ourselves to living in a dying world or is
there a message of hope? Can we attain Eden or is it forever
lost?

In this article I will discuss the pantheist and biblical
environmental message and the future hope of Eden restored.

Paradise Lost
In the movie Avatar, we are projected into the twenty-second
century and arrive on the planet Pandora, a beautiful tropical
paradise of glimmering trees and psychedelic colored flowers.
There are crystal rivers and breathtaking floating mountains
in the clouds. Here the Na’vi live in harmony with the animals
and nature.



What made Avatar special was that through cutting edge 3-D
technology, we could encounter this world in a deeper and
richer way. The movie awakened in many the longing for a
paradise. I believe this longing is rooted in the Genesis
account  of  creation.  Man  had  a  paradise  but  it  was  lost
through a great tragedy. What was Eden and what was lost in
the beginning?

In Genesis 1, God creates the universe out of nothing. The
length of time or age of the universe is not the issue in this
article. Whichever position you may hold on the age of the
earth, we should all agree that the Genesis account explains
how  the  sovereign  God  brings  order  out  of  the  chaos  and
creates  a  masterpiece.  He  sets  the  stars  and  galaxies  in
place. He produces plant life and vegetation. He then creates
animal  life  on  land  and  in  the  oceans.  The  pinnacle  of
creation is man and woman whom He creates in His image. At the
end of chapter one, God reflects upon His creation and states
that “ . . . it was very good.”

In chapter 2:8-9 the text reads, “Now the Lord God had planted
a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had
formed. And the Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of
the ground—trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for
food.” The text reveals that Eden was a beautiful and lush
paradise which was untarnished by sin or its effects. Man
lived in harmony with nature and the animals in garden.

The text also states that the trees of Eden were pleasing to
the eye and good for food. Eden was a place of wonder and
tremendous beauty. What was most significant is that man lived
in a perfect fellowship with his companion, woman, and they
both lived in a perfect relationship with their creator.

In Genesis 3, the greatest tragedy in history takes place.
Through man’s disobedience, sin enters into the created order.
From Genesis 3 on, we witness the effects of sin infiltrate
God’s good creation. Sin disrupts the harmony in all aspects



of God’s creation. The perfect relationship between God and
man is disrupted. The perfect relationship between man and
woman is broken and now they live in distrust of one another.
The harmony between man and the created order also comes to an
end.  The  power  of  sin  and  death  have  taken  its  toll  on
creation but will these forces ever be defeated? Will the
curse of sin ever be ended?

Stewardship Over the Earth
The appeal of the hit movie Avatar was not only its technology
but its strong environmentalist message. In the story, the
blue  skinned  Na’vi  live  in  perfect  harmony  with  their
environment. This harmony is made possible when the Na’vi
become one with Eywa, the “all mother.” Eywa is not a personal
being  but  the  impersonal  force  of  nature  made  up  of  all
things. Eywa is ever present in all things and all things are
a part of Eywa. At death, the life energy in all things
returns to Eywa. Her energy is concentrated in a large sacred
tree located in the middle of the forest. The Na’vi attain
enlightenment when they attach their ponytails to one of her
vines. The Na’vi also achieve oneness with the animals as well
when they attach their pony tails to similar features on the
creatures they seek to domesticate.

Avatar  presents  the  worldview  of  pantheism,  and  the
environmentalist message is wrapped up in this worldview. In
pantheistic religions, “salvation” and restoration comes when
man  attains  oneness  with  the  universe.  This  oneness  is
achieved  through  meditation  and  the  altering  of  one’s
consciousness. Harmony with the environment and healing to
mankind will come when mankind attains oneness with Mother
Earth. Many have responded to the pantheistic religions such
as the New Age movement because of their environmentalist
message. Today, there is a heightened awareness and attention
being  paid  to  our  environment.  Pantheists  care  for  the
environment because they view man and nature as one, therefore



man is of equal value to the animals and the plants. In
pantheism, man worships nature or Mother Earth. Nature is
valuable  because  all  the  universe  and  mankind  are  one  in
essence.

Does  the  Christian  worldview  present  an  environmentalist
message? It certainly does, but very few are aware of or hear
the Christian environmentalist message. At a time when so much
attention is on the environment, it is unfortunate that the
Christian message is not being promoted effectively. The Bible
teaches a great deal about the relationship between man and
the environment.

Unlike  pantheism,  the  Bible  teaches  that  God  created  the
universe but is independent of it and not dependent on it. He
rules and sustains the universe. God created man alone in his
image and delegated to man stewardship over the earth. Man is
to guard and care for God’s creation. Having dominion over the
earth does not give us the freedom to misuse the earth’s
resources or be careless in managing the environment.

We are not to exploit the earth as the humans portrayed in
Avatar sought to, nor are we to worship the earth as the Na’vi
worshipped their “all mother.” Instead, the Bible teaches that
we rule over the earth, but as wise stewards who exercise care
and guardianship over what God has created. The Bible does
indeed offer the best environmentalist message.

Paradise Restored
Can paradise be restored? In the movie Avatar, the Na’vi lived
in a tropical paradise on the planet Pandora. Many who saw the
movie  were  awed  by  the  beauty  of  the  planet  Pandora  but
disgusted  when  they  reflected  on  the  state  of  our  planet
today. On an Avatar blog site Ivar Hill wrote, “One can say my
depression  was  twofold:  I  was  depressed  because  I  really
wanted to live in Pandora, which seemed like such a perfect



place, but I was also depressed and disgusted with the sight
of our world, what we have done to Earth. I so much wanted to
escape reality.”{2}

The  pantheists’  hope  is  reflected  in  Avatar.  Pantheist
religions like the New Age teach that when enough of mankind
is enlightened, the forces of the universe will respond and
restore paradise on earth. In Genesis 1 and 2, man once lived
in paradise in Eden, but this was lost in Genesis 3. Will
paradise ever be restored or have we lost Eden forever?

The Bible teaches that we all look forward to that day when
creation will be restored. In Romans 8:18-22 Paul states,

The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God
to  be  revealed.  For  the  creation  was  subjected  to
frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the
one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will
be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the
glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the
whole  creation  has  been  groaning  as  in  the  pains  of
childbirth  right  up  to  the  present  time.

In this passage Paul exhorts Christians to patiently endure
the suffering they presently face for there is a glorious
future awaiting the believer. One day not only the Christian,
but creation also will be transformed and delivered from the
present state which is in subjection to decay as a result of
sin. At this time all creation experiences frustration and
incompleteness as we await this coming transformation.{3}

The Bible promises that paradise will be restored—not by the
work of man or an enlightened mind, but through the return of
the King of Creation. When Christ returns, He will defeat evil
and then Revelation 21:1 promises that there will be a new
heaven and a new earth, for the old earth which was under the
curse of sin is done away.

The message of hope presented by the Bible is not limited to



an individual hope of one’s eternal salvation. It is a message
of hope for all mankind and for all of creation.

Until Creation is Restored
The new 3-D experience of the pristine paradise of Pandora and
the  strong  environmentalist  message  of  the  movie  Avatar,
stirred the hearts of many people to appreciate and preserve
the natural beauty that we have on earth. Avatar wrapped its
environmentalist message in the worldview of pantheism. The
solution to the environmental problem is enlightenment to true
reality. Man is one with all of nature, thus lowering the
value of man, making him equal to the plants and animals. When
enough  people  attain  enlightenment,  there  is  hope  that
restoration will come to our planet.

The Bible teaches that one day the world will be transformed
and  paradise  will  one  day  be  restored  when  the  king  of
creation returns. Until that day comes, what are Christians
called to do in regards to the environment?

As  mentioned  previously,  man  was  given  dominion  over  the
earth. We are to use the resources of the earth to improve our
lives in our struggle against the curse of sin and death.
However,  we  are  stewards  of  God’s  creation  and  we  are
commanded to exercise great care over the earth. Throughout
the Bible, God commands believers to care for the land. Here
are a few examples.

In Leviticus 25, God commands His people to sow the fields for
six years but in the seventh year, they must not sow but to
give the land rest. In Deuteronomy 22:1-12, God commands His
people to care for the animals, both domesticated and the wild
animals that live in the land. Therefore, if anyone should
have  a  strong  environmentalist  message,  it  should  be  the
Christian.

The  Christian  must  address  the  environmental  problem.  The



problem  is  rooted  in  human  sinfulness.  This  sinfulness
manifests  itself  in  two  primary  ways,  greed  and  haste.
Christians  must  stand  against  the  exploitation,  wasteful
destruction, and abuse of land by companies seeking maximum
profits  with  no  regard  for  their  surroundings.  Francis
Schaeffer rightfully stated that the Christian community must
“refuse men the right to ravish the land, just as we refuse
them the right to ravish our women.”{4}

Few churches and schools preach or teach on the Christian view
of the environment. This message must be taught once again in
our churches and schools. Christians must also practice sound
ecological principles such as recycling, using cleaner energy
sources, and the conservation of energy. Christians should
also be involved in environmental causes that seek to preserve
the beauty of the land and promote responsible mining and use
of our natural resources.

Although nature is affected by the fall, we must be involved
in the healing process from the fall. Christians must restore
the relationship between God and man which is done through the
ministry of the gospel. We must also seek to restore the
proper view of our role in caring for the environment.
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Avatar:  New  Technology,  Old
Message
James  Cameron’s  hit  movie  Avatar  presents  dazzling  new
animation technology and special effects yet an old message
and a familiar story: when mankind embraces the pantheist
worldview,  there  will  result  a  oneness  with  nature.  This
enlightened union will lead to a life of peace and paradise
upon the planet. The title of the movie itself gives its
message away—an avatar in Hinduism is an incarnation or the
descent of a deity to earth.

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

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

https://probe.org/avatar-new-technology-old-message/
https://probe.org/avatar-new-technology-old-message/


the message is that at death, one’s immaterial essence becomes
one with Eywa. This is a clear presentation of the pantheist
worldview  and  follows  the  same  theme  of  such  movies  as
Pocahontas, Dances with Wolves, and Fern Gully.

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

This movie is an evangelistic call for mankind to embrace the
pantheistic worldview and attain oneness with the universe. As
a result, peace will come and a harmonic paradise will be
created. However, we must seriously question this message of
hope. Pantheism is embraced in several countries. We must ask
ourselves, have these countries attained a harmonic paradise?
One nation that embraces the pantheistic worldview is India.
Few  would  confidently  state  that  Hinduism  has  brought  a
beautiful paradise in that nation.

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

One of the valuable messages in Avatar is the value of caring
for nature. This is one of the reasons many are attracted to
this movie. The popularity of this pantheistic message points



out a shortcoming of the Christian church in modern times. As
Christians, we are taught in Genesis to care for creation and
not exploit it. However, unlike pantheism, we do not worship
nature; instead, we are called to be stewards of what God
created. We are to value what God has created and use the
earth’s resources responsibly, not in a destructive, uncaring
manner. We are to develop technology to improve our lives and
use it in a manner that reflects care for the creation around
us. Scripture provides a clear exhortation to the church to
articulate the biblical view of the environment.

Avatar  is  another  apologetic  for  pantheism,  perhaps  the
favorite worldview of Hollywood. However, it presents a false
hope for peace and paradise. The Christian message of hope
must be proclaimed in a compelling manner if we hope to gain
the attention of our culture. The challenge before us is to
demonstrate that Christianity offers the true message of hope.
First,  the  miraculous,  sinless  life  of  Christ  and  His
resurrection demonstrates He is the Creator, not an impersonal
force. The true message of eternal life and forgiveness of sin
is  found  in  Christ  alone.  This  message  must  be  defended.
Second,  the  biblical  principles  of  responsible  use  of
technology and care for the environment must be demonstrated.

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

I came across a quote for a guru:

Life has a bright side and a dark side, for the world of
relativity is composed of light and shadows. If you permit
your thoughts to dwell on evil, you yourself will become
ugly. Look only for the good in everything so you absorb the
quality of beauty.

Can you comment on how pantheism views evil and good? If you
can shed some light on this quote, it would be helpful for me
to  understand  how  to  address  this  with  someone  with  this
belief system.

Hello _____,

Thanks  for  your  letter.  Pantheism  ultimately  makes  no
distinction between good and evil. If all is one, and all is
“God” (or Brahman), then the distinction between good and evil
must ultimately be illusory. If not, then evil infects the
very being of “God” itself. Thus, pantheism has a real problem
with evil.

Of course, there is much truth in the guru’s quote (although
it’s not terribly consistent with pantheism). However, one can
find preferable advice (in my opinion) in the Bible. As Paul
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told the Philippians, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true,
whatever  is  noble,  whatever  is  right,  whatever  is  pure,
whatever  is  lovely,  whatever  is  admirableif  anything  is
excellent or praiseworthythink about such things” (Philippians
4:8).

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn
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your thoughts to dwell on evil, you yourself will become
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Can you comment on how pantheism views evil and good? If you
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“God” (or Brahman), then the distinction between good and evil
must ultimately be illusory. If not, then evil infects the
very being of “God” itself. Thus, pantheism has a real problem
with evil.

Of course, there is much truth in the guru’s quote (although
it’s not terribly consistent with pantheism). However, one can
find preferable advice (in my opinion) in the Bible. As Paul
told the Philippians, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true,
whatever  is  noble,  whatever  is  right,  whatever  is  pure,
whatever  is  lovely,  whatever  is  admirable—if  anything  is
excellent  or  praiseworthy—think  about  such  things”
(Philippians  4:8).

Shalom in Christ,
Michael Gleghorn
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The Worldview of Star Wars –
A Christian Evaluation
Dr. Zukeran takes a critical, balanced view of this popular
movie series to help us understand the worldview it presents
in  light  of  a  biblical  worldview.  From  a  Christian
perspective, he points out the positive themes of the movies
presented  from  a  pantheistic  worldview.  We  can  use  these
movies to generate conversations about the differences between
the  worldview  of  Star  Wars  and  a  genuinely  Christian
worldview.
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George Lucas
The Star Wars series has come to a climatic finale. Many of us
can still remember the year 1977 when people stood in long
lines at theaters several blocks long. It was not uncommon to
hear of individuals who returned to see the movie, some over a
dozen times. Few movies have generated the same excitement and
following  as  this  series.  Through  its  production,  special
effects, and cinematography, Star Wars had a tremendous impact
on the arts, setting a new standard for the movie industry.

Not only did Star Wars have an impact on the entertainment
industry,  it  also  opened  our  eyes  to  the  worldview  of
pantheism. Pantheism comes from the Greek word “pan” meaning
all  and  “theism”  meaning  God.  It  is  the  belief  that  the
impersonal God is one essence with the universe. God inhabits
all things. The universe is God and God is the universe. In
other words, God is not separate from the universe but is
contained within it. This worldview lies at the foundation of
most Hindu, Buddhist, and New Age religions. This worldview
gained popularity in the sixties, at a time when Eastern ideas
began to enter the West. It drew public attention through
celebrities  such  as  The  Beatles  and  Shirley  McClain  who
embraced the teachings of the Eastern religions. Star Wars,
with its success, continues to stir interest in the ideas of
pantheism.

George  Lucas  borrowed  themes  from  several  religions  and
ancient myths in creating the story line for Star Wars. Lucas
was  not  intending  to  introduce  or  promote  a  particular
religion in his movie. However, he wanted young people to
think about spiritual issues and the big questions about life.
He created his movies to “. . . make young people think about
the mystery. Not to say, ‘Here’s the answer.’ It’s to say,
‘Think about this for a second. Is there a God? What does God
look like? What does God sound like? What does God feel like?
How do we relate to God?’ Just getting young people to think



at that level is what I’ve been trying to do in the films.
What eventual manifestation that takes place in terms of how
they describe their God, what form their faith takes, is not
the point of the movie.”{1}

George Lucas should be commended in his desire to inspire
people to wrestle with such issues. This is a movie rich in
theology and deep in philosophical ideas that are sure to
generate  some  profitable  discussions.  C.S.  Lewis,  J.R.
Tolkien,  and  Fydor  Dostoevsky,  in  their  classical  fiction
writings,  presented  answers  to  life’s  questions  from  a
theistic worldview. In Star Wars, Lucas has accomplished a
similar classic work presenting answers to life’s questions
from a pantheistic worldview. For this reason Star Wars is a
fun movie that is full of theological ideas.

In  the  following  sections,  we  will  examine  how  Lucas’
pantheistic worldview is illustrated in Star Wars, and present
a biblical critique of this fine movie series.

The Worldview of Pantheism
What are some of the major tenets of pantheism?

First, there is the concept of monism, the notion that all
things are essentially of the same nature or essence. In other
words,  God  is  the  universe;  he  is  not  separate  from  the
universe but is contained within it. The universe is eternal
and flows out of the divine. Therefore, creation is ex deo
(out of God), meaning out of the hands of God. The Greek
philosopher Plotinus stated that everything flows from God, be
it life or flower from a seed. Good and evil, light and
darkness all flow out of God.

Pantheists also believe in the absence of a divine personal
being who created the universe. Instead, they attest to a
divine essence, an impersonal force, a cosmic energy that
flows throughout all things in the universe. This energy is



called “the One,” “the divine,” “Chi,” or “Brahma.” In Star
Wars, it is called the Force.

Following  their  logic,  if  all  is  one  in  essence,  all  is
divine. Hence, God and man are of the same essence, so man is
essentially divine. Here is an illustration. God is the large
ocean and we are all drops in that ocean. As a drop of water
from a rain cloud must make its journey to unite with the
ocean, so every individual must make their journey to become
one with the divine. Spiritual guru Deepak Chopra writes,
“Your  body  is  not  separate  from  the  universe,  because  at
quantum mechanical levels there are no well-defined edges. You
are like a wiggle, a wave, a fluctuation, a convolution, a
whirlpool,  a  localized  disturbance  in  the  larger  quantum
field. The larger quantum field – the universe – is your
extended body.”{2} He also states, “In reality we are divinity
in  disguise,  and  gods  and  goddesses  in  embryo  that  are
contained  within  us  seek  to  be  fully  materialized.  True
success therefore is the experience of the miraculous. It is
the unfolding of the divinity within us.”{3}

Since we are divine, true knowledge is attained by awakening
the god within through an experience known as enlightenment.
The One or the divine is not understood through the senses or
rational thinking but by mystical union which is beyond the
conscious self. This union comes through various means such as
meditation, yoga, and channeling, among others. The process
includes letting go of our conscious self and reaching out
with our emotions.

The ultimate destiny of man is to become absorbed into the
divine. All individuals are involved in an endless cycle of
reincarnation until they attain enlightenment and eventually
break  the  cycle  of  reincarnation  to  be  absorbed  into  the
divine. These are some of the basic teachings of pantheism
that are depicted in Star Wars.



God and The Force
George Lucas stated that he wanted Star Wars to inspire young
people to ask spiritual questions about God. In Star Wars, the
idea of God is found in the Force. Lucas states, “I put the
Force into the movie in order to try to awaken a certain kind
of spirituality in young people – more a belief in God than a
belief in any particular religious system.”{4} Master Jedi Obi
Won Kenobi first introduces us to the Force in 1977. Sitting
in his desert hut, Obi Won explains to Luke Skywalker the
nature of the Force. He states, “The Force is what gives the
Jedi his power. It is an energy field created by all living
things. It surrounds us, penetrates us, it binds the galaxy
together.” The Jedi Knights and their adversaries the Siths
use this cosmic energy to perform supernatural feats.

The Force reflects one of the main tenets of the pantheistic
worldview, the concept of monism, that all is in essence one.
The Force is not a personal being. It is an impersonal energy
that  is  made  up  of  and  resides  in  all  living  things.
Therefore, all of life has the spark of divinity because all
is essentially one unified entity.

George  Lucas  borrows  a  lot  of  his  ideas  from  Eastern
pantheistic religions. Chinese religions such as Taoism teach
that this cosmic energy is called the Chi Force. Chi flows
through all living things, and therefore the powers of the
universe reside in each individual. Through meditation, yoga,
and other techniques of altering one’s consciousness, one can
master this energy within and perform supernatural feats.

Some Christians have mistakenly equated the Force with the
Holy Spirit; however, there are several major differences.
First, the Force is an impersonal energy field while the Holy
Spirit is a personal being, the third member of the Trinity.
He has a personality, intelligence, and will. Second, the
Force is made up of all living things in the universe while
the Holy Spirit is not contained in the universe. The Holy



Spirit is an eternal being who was involved in creating the
universe  out  of  nothing  (Genesis  1).  Being  God,  the  Holy
Spirit is involved in the universe but He is not contained in
the universe and exists independent of living things. Third,
the  Force  can  be  manipulated  by  the  Jedi  who  use  it  to
accomplish  their  will,  but  the  Holy  Spirit  cannot  be
manipulated by those He indwells. Instead He guides, teaches,
and empowers them to do the will of God the Father. Christians
do not master the Holy Spirit to accomplish their will, but
rather the Holy Spirit guides them to do His will. Finally,
the Force has a good side and a dark side which exist in a
state of balance while the Holy Spirit has no dark or evil
side but only the attributes consistent with a holy and good
God.

Salvation
The  story  of  Star  Wars  centers  on  one  figure,  Anakin
Skywalker, who is identified by the master Jedi Qui Gon Gin as
the “chosen one.” Anakin’s birth was miraculous in that he was
born  of  a  virgin  and  his  body  has  a  high  level  of
metachlorines. Qui Gon states that as the chosen one, Anakin
will restore the “balance of the Force,” a hope anticipated
throughout the entire series. What does Lucas mean by this
statement?

As stated previously, Lucas illustrates the teachings of the
pantheistic worldview throughout the movie series. He borrows
several concepts from Taoism, one of them being the idea of
restoring the balance of the force.

Taoism  teaches  that  there  are  equal  and  opposing  forces
throughout the universe that balance one another. This is
known  as  the  yin/yang  duality.  Opposing  forces  such  as
positive and negative energy, light and darkness, life and
death, have always been in a state of opposition. Neither side
has dominance over the other, but there is a balance of these



opposing forces. These forces are mutually dependent, and one
cannot be known apart from the other. When these forces are
not in balance, there is disharmony. When they exist in a
balance, there is harmony.

Every individual must accept and live in harmony with this
balance of opposing forces. When there is an imbalance of one
over the other in a person, there is disharmony in one’s life.
When  disturbed,  this  balance  must  be  restored  in  the
individual and in the world. Once balance is restored, harmony
and  peace  returns.  Darkness,  death,  and  evil,  are  never
defeated; they are only to be brought into balance with the
opposing forces of light, life, and goodness. In Star Wars,
the  Force  has  two  sides,  a  good  side  and  a  dark  side.
Imbalance has occurred because one side, the dark side, has
become too pervasive and must be brought into balance by the
opposing force of good. The dark side is not to be defeated
permanently by the good but balance is to be restored to the
Force. This is the concept George Lucas presents throughout
the series.

In the Bible, the universe is not eternal but was created by
God from nothing. The original creation was good. Evil, death,
and suffering came as the result of the fall, which marred
creation. The conflict between light and darkness, life and
death, good and evil has not been an eternal struggle. The two
forces are also not equal and in a balance. The Bible teaches
that God is light, holy, good, and the life. He is not locked
in an eternal struggle with opposing forces. One day at His
appointed time, He will not bring balance but restoration to
the  universe.  This  will  occur  when  God  judges  the  world,
defeats evil permanently, and establishes a new heaven and
earth where sin and its effects are no longer present.

The Jedi Masters
The heroes in the Star Wars are the Jedi Knights. These select



few  individuals  have  mastered  the  Force  and  are  powerful
warriors.  They  function  as  the  guardians  of  peace  in  the
galactic empire and use their powers only in times of danger.
Where did Lucas get his idea for the Jedi?

In a Discovery Channel documentary entitled “The Science of
Star Wars,” Lucas reveals the source of his idea. Once again,
he  borrows  concepts  from  the  pantheistic  religions.  Lucas
reveals that his idea came from studying the Shao-Lin monks of
China. The Shao-Lin monks are priests known for originating
and becoming the masters of the martial arts. Their fighting
skills were legendary throughout the land of China.

Not only are the Shao-Lin monks skillful fighters, they were
also men who mastered the use of the Chi force. As previously
mentioned, Chi is believed to be the cosmic energy that flows
through all things including individuals. The Shao-Lin monks
teach that through altering one’s consciousness in meditation
and other exercises, one can tap into the power of the Chi
resident in each individual and use it to perform superhuman
feats.

Using the Chi force, Shao-Lin monks believe they can deliver
punches and kicks with devastating force. They are also able
to withstand punishing blows from opponents and objects. Some
even believe a master can strike down an opponent without
physical contact by simply utilizing Chi energy.

In Star Wars, we see this parallel. The Jedi are dressed in
garments similar to the Shao-Lin monks, are headquartered at
the Temple, and are masters of the Force. Using the Force,
they  are  able  to  move  objects,  foresee  future  events,
manipulate  people’s  thoughts,  and  strike  down  opponents
without  any  physical  contact.  For  the  Jedi,  truth  is
ultimately found in their feelings. When questions arise, the
phrase among the Jedi is, “Search your feelings. What do they
tell you?” True knowledge for the Jedi is beyond the rational
and  instead  found  in  feelings  and  intuitions  beyond  the



rational  mind.  The  Jedi  are  another  example  of  Lucas’
pantheistic  worldview.

There is much to like regarding the Jedi. They are noble
heroes who are self-sacrificing, disciplined, and courageous.
However, Christians should reject the idea of the Force that
is the power behind the Jedi. The Bible does not teach that
there is a cosmic energy or Chi that flows through objects and
individuals. Throughout their training, Jedi are taught to let
go of the conscious mind and reach out with their feelings.
Christians are taught to love God “with all your heart, with
all  your  soul  and  with  all  your  mind”  (Matthew  22:37).
Christians  do  not  abandon  their  mind  but  develop  it  to
understand truth and God’s will (Romans 12:1-2). The mind and
heart work together through prayer, study of the Word, and
guidance of the Holy Spirit to discern truth and God’s will in
situations.

What Happens After Death?
What happens after death? This is another question George
Lucas hoped young people would ask as they viewed this series.
Star Wars presents an answer that once again reflects the
teaching of pantheism. Pantheism teaches that we are all in an
endless cycle of reincarnation until we attain enlightenment.
It is then that we escape this cycle and become one with the
divine meaning and become absorbed into the cosmic energy of
the universe.

In The Revenge of the Sith, Anakin Skywalker is haunted with
nightmares of his wife Padme dying at the birth of their
child. Tormented by this dream he seeks the counsel of Yoda,
the master of the Jedi. Yoda imparts to Anakin that death is a
natural part of the universe. In other words, we should accept
it without emotion. He adds that one should not grieve for
those who have died and become part of the Force. Anakin must
not  become  attached  to  things,  including  people,  for



attachment to objects leads to jealousy and the dark side of
the Force. One must release all feelings from things, for it
is only then that one’s thinking will be clear.

Thus, in Star Wars those who die become absorbed into the
Force. We also learn that the Jedi are able to delay this
absorption and appear as spirit guides to aid those in the
physical world. Those with special insight may learn how to
communicate with these ascended masters.

This  teaching  is  another  fundamental  tenet  of  pantheistic
religions. Pantheism teaches that the material world is an
illusion. Therefore, one should not grow attached to earthly
things for they are merely an illusion and are not permanent.
Several schools of Hinduism and Buddhism teach that this world
is an illusion and, as such, we must rid ourselves of all
desires. The most holy of followers will therefore live lives
of celibacy and poverty, releasing themselves from any desire
and spending their days in meditation and study. At death,
some holy men will delay their union with the divine and
remain  as  spirit  guides  to  aid  those  on  the  journey  to
enlightenment.

The Bible teaches that at death, we will not be absorbed into
an impersonal energy field but we will retain our personhood
and stand before God in judgment. There is no reincarnation or
second chance. Hebrews 9:7 states that “It is appointed for
each person to die once and then comes the judgment.” Those
who know Jesus will spend eternity with the Lord and fellow
believers for all eternity. Those who have rejected Christ
will spend eternity separated from God in Hell. The Bible
presents a destiny that is just, but also filled with hope for
those who know Jesus.

The answer presented in Star Wars, the annihilation of one’s
consciousness and absorption into a cosmic energy field, is a
false one that even if true, would provide insufficient hope.



How to Watch Star Wars
When it comes to movies, there are three basic responses among
Christians. Some choose to avoid any movie that may teach
contrary beliefs for fear that they or their children may be
negatively  influenced.  Others  are  consumers  and  watch  any
movie believing it is harmless fun and entertainment. A third
option is to select appropriate movies and then view them with
discernment. I take the third position. The arts are meant to
be enjoyed and to glorify God. Creation itself reflects the
creative mind of God who designed man with the capacity to
produce art. Man, however, many times uses the arts for less
than noble reasons. However, Christians can learn valuable
lessons about other belief systems and use movies as great
teaching  tools  to  help  younger  believers  become  more
discerning  and  understand  other  worldviews.

In Star Wars we have a great teaching and discussion topic.
There is much we should commend George Lucas for in this
series.  Star  Wars  is  creative,  entertaining,  and  family-
friendly.  It  also  promotes  several  good  themes  such  as
friendship, courage, and the dangerous corrupting power of
selfish ambition. We should furthermore commend Lucas on his
desire to make a movie that would inspire young people to
think about deeper issues in life.

In the Time Magazine interview, Lucas states that he wanted
young  people  to  think  about  spiritual  issues  and  the  big
questions about life. I certainly agree with Lucas, and wish
more movies were designed for such purposes.

Star Wars is a great discussion piece because it creatively
reflects the tenets of pantheism. Christians can use this film
to discuss spiritual lessons revealed in the series. I have
had  profitable  discussions  with  teens  and  adults  on  the
spiritual principles illustrated in Star Wars. Questions such
as “What do you think about the whole idea of the Force?”, “Is
there such a thing as a cosmic energy field?”, “Can we master



the  power  of  this  energy?”,  “What  did  Star  Wars  teach
regarding what happens after death?”, or “What do you think
really happens after death?” have arisen in conversations.

Answers to these questions often lead to great discussions
regarding worldviews, the nature of truth, and eternal life.
Star Wars offers answers from a pantheistic worldview, which
Christians can point out and explain why these answers are
false. Movies like Star Wars can be a great teaching tool when
Christians are equipped and informed to discern truth from
error.

Notes
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“Aren’t  We  Sidestepping  the
Question of a Beginning?”
I just read Sue Bohlin’s Answering the Big Questions of Life.
I  appreciate  having  this  article  available,  and  as  an
evangelical,  I  agree  wholeheartedly  with  her  perspective.
However,  there  is  a  concept  in  the  article  that  needs
tightening up. She states pantheism sidesteps the issue of
“why is there something rather than nothing” by claiming an
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impersonal beginning. But couldn’t Christian Theism be accused
of the same thing? When asked where God came from we reply
that He is the eternally existent one. Why is our answer any
less of a sidestep (in their mind) than theirs is to us?

A couple of reasons, none of which I am convinced are enough
for those who don’t want to believe them, but that’s the way
of faith. <smile>

First,  there  is  a  big  difference  between  believing  in  an
impersonal beginning and claiming that a very Personal Being
has  always  existed.  The  difference  between  impersonal
matter+space+time always “being there” (actually, then, there
WAS no actual “beginning” for the pantheist) and an actual
“Person with personality” existing before matter, space and
time, is a huge one.

Secondly, our belief that God is the eternally existent one
answers the problem of “First Cause.” Before anything happened
or existed, something else had to be there, causing it to
happen  or  exist.  We  live  in  a  cause-and-effect  universe.
Eventually, if you go back far enough, you have to come to
what philosophers call the “First Cause,” an “uncaused cause,”
who (or that) simply WAS. If there was ever a time when God
did not exist, then something or someone would have had to
create Him. But that’s not the way it is; God is the “the buck
stops here” First Cause where everything starts, except for
Himself. It’s logical, but for those who don’t want to accept
their accountability to God, they can blow it off. It doesn’t
make it any less true, though.

Boy, you make me glad I’m “preaching to the choir!”

I hope this hasn’t clouded the issue further. But thanks so
much for writing!!

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries



The Mystery of Reincarnation
– A Christian Perspective
Can reincarnation be true? Dr. Pat Zukeran examines evidence
for  this  Eastern  belief  and  compares  it  to  the  Biblical
concept of resurrection.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Eastern Doctrine of Reincarnation
Many  cultures  throughout  the  world  have  long  held  to  the
concept of reincarnation. A recent Gallup Poll revealed that
one in four Americans believed in reincarnation. Reincarnation
literally means, “to come again in the flesh.” World religions
author Geoffrey Parrinder defines reincarnation as “the belief
that the soul or some power passes after death into another
body.”{1}

Reincarnation is a major facet of the eastern religions of
Hinduism  and  Buddhism.  Many  sects  have  variant  views  of
reincarnation.  Here  is  a  general  summary  of  the  basic
principles. Most hold to a pantheistic view of God. Pantheism
comes from the Greek pan meaning “all” and concept of theism
meaning “God.” In Pantheism, God is an impersonal force made
up of all things; the universe is God and God is the universe.
All created beings are an extension of or an emanation from
God.

Living things possess a physical body and an immaterial entity
called the soul, life force, or Jiva. At death, the life force
separates from the body and takes a new physical form. The law
of karma determines what form the individual will take. This
law teaches that one’s thoughts, words, and deeds have an
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ethical consequence, fixing one’s lot in future existences.{2}
Our present state is the result of actions and intentions
performed in a previous life. The amount of good or bad karma
attained in our present life will determine if one returns in
a higher or a lower form of existence.

One will endure hundreds, even millions of reincarnations,
either evolving into a higher or lower form of life to work
off the debt of karma. This cycle of reincarnation is called
the law of samsara. Eventually one hopes to work off all bad
karma and free oneself from the reincarnation cycle and attain
unity  with  the  divine.  This  freeing  from  the  cycle  of
reincarnation  is  called  moksha.  The  soul  is  viewed  as
imprisoned in a body and must be freed to attain unity with
the divine.

Each school of thought varies in their teaching regarding how
one attains ultimate deliverance from the reincarnation cycle.
Most agree that it is only from the human form one can attain
unity with the divine. Deliverance from the bondage of the
body can be attained through various means. Some schools teach
that  through  enlightenment  that  comes  from  knowledge,
meditation, and channeling, one can break the cycle. Other
schools teach that deliverance comes through faith and service
to  a  particular  deity  or  manifestation  of  the  divine.  In
return, the deity will aid you in your quest for moksha. Other
schools  teach  that  one  can  attain  deliverance  through
discipline  and  good  works.

Much of the reincarnation teaching in the West is adapted from
the teachings in the eastern religions. Is there evidence that
proves reincarnation to be true? We will examine these next.

Evidences for Reincarnation
Leading reincarnation researcher Dr. Ian Stephenson, head of
the department of Neurology and Psychiatry at the University
of  Virginia,  believes  there  is  compelling  evidence  for



reincarnation.  Proponents  give  five  proofs:  hypnotic
regression, déjà vu, Xenoglossy, birthmarks, and the Bible.

The  first  proof  is  hypnotic  regression.  Reincarnation
proponents  cite  examples  of  individuals  giving  vivid  and
accurate  descriptions  of  people,  places,  and  events  the
individual could not have previously known. Today there is a
small branch of psychology that practice past life therapy,
the  belief  that  one’s  present  problems  are  the  result  of
problems from a previous life.

However, the accuracy of facts attained from hypnosis remains
highly questionable. First, some people are known to have lied
under hypnosis. Second, human memory is subject to distortions
of all sorts. Third, under hypnosis a patient’s awareness of
fantasy  and  reality  is  blurred.  Dr.  Kenneth  Bowers,  a
psychologist at the University of Waterloo and Dr. Jan Dywane
at McMaster University states:

“. . .although hypnosis increases recall, it also increases
errors.  In  their  study,  hypnotized  subjects  correctly
recalled twice as many items as did unhypnotized members of
a control group but also made three times as many mistakes.
During hypnosis, you are creating memories.”{3}

Fourth, studies have shown that under hypnosis, patients are
easily influenced by leading questions. In the process of
hypnosis, the patient is asked to release control of his or
her consciousness and body. Hans Holzer states, “Generally
women  are  easier  to  hypnotize  than  men.  But  there  are
exceptions even among women, who may have difficulty letting
go  control  over  their  bodies  and  personalities,  something
essential if genuine hypnosis is to take place.”{4} In this
state, memories can be altered by the cues from the hypnotist.
For these reasons, many law courts do not consider testimony
under hypnosis reliable evidence.

Past life recall can also be attributed to the influence of



culture.  Cultures  heavily  steeped  in  the  doctrine  of
reincarnation create an environment conducive to past life
recall. The countries of India, Sri Lanka, Burma, and western
Asia have a very high number of cases. Many who make claims of
past life recall win the respect of their society. In areas
like these the culture can have a strong influence on one’s
subconscious mind. If reincarnation is true, past life recall
should be prevalent in all cultures, not primarily in one
area.

Finally, the majority of the incidents occur among children.
Dr. Stephenson states, “Many of those claiming to have lived
before are children. Often they are very emotional when they
talk of the person they used to be, and they give minute
details of the life they lived.”{5} Children are the most
susceptible to suggestion and their testimony should be viewed
with caution.

At best, the evidence from hypnotic regress can only suggest a
possibility of reincarnation, but it does not conclusively
prove it.

Déjà vu refers to a distinct feeling you have been to a place
or performed an event before, while engaged in something that
is  presently  happening.  Reincarnation  proponents  attribute
this to a previous life. However, researchers give alternate
explanations. In our subconscious, we often relate a present
event  with  a  past  one  that  the  conscious  mind  does  not
remember. Since the two events are similar we often fuse the
events together in our minds, thus creating an impression that
we have experienced this before. Other researchers have shown
that the data that enters the eye is sometimes delayed for a
microsecond on its way to the brain. This leads one to think
that they have seen the data before.

Xenoglossy is the sudden ability to speak a language one has
never learned. Reincarnation advocates attribute this as the
language one spoke in a previous life. However, cryptoamnesia



can  account  for  this  phenomenon.  In  cryptoamnesia,  an
individual forgets information that was learned earlier and
recalls it at a later time, not knowing its source. It is
possible that one can hear foreign terms through the media or
as a child and recall these when prompted.

The fourth proof is the appearance of unique birthmarks that
are  similar  to  those  possessed  by  a  deceased  individual.
However,  it  is  difficult  to  show  any  connection  to
reincarnation.  Similarity  does  not  prove  sameness.

These  alternative  explanations  can  explain  most  of  the
evidences for reincarnation. However where they fall short, we
must entertain the possibility of demonic possession where a
foreign spirit takes control of the person as demonstrated
several times throughout the New Testament. Demonic spirits
have existed for thousands of years and are not limited by
time and space. The information they possess can be injected
into a person’s mind during possession. Eastern meditation
techniques allow for this possibility. Dr. Bro writes of Edgar
Cayce, the father of the New Age movement, “Cayce’s power came
without equipment, in quiet. He appeared to empty himself, to
hollow out his consciousness as a receptacle, a conduit.”{6}

Even reincarnation advocates believe that many cases of past
life recall can be attributed to possession. They confess that
it is difficult to determine whether a past life recall is the
result  of  reincarnation  or  possession.  William  de  Arteaga
states, “In reference to the demonic counterfeit hypothesis,
we can safely say that for many past life visions it is the
most solidly verified hypothesis of all.”{7}

Edgar Cayce stated, “That’s what I always thought, and against
this I put the idea that the Devil might be tempting me to do
his work by operating through me when I was conceited enough
to think God had given me special power. . . .”{8}

Although  the  evidence  can  be  interpreted  to  support



reincarnation,  it  cannot  conclusively  prove  it.

Biblical Evidence for Reincarnation
Although reincarnation proponents cite the Bible as proof of
their claim, the Bible refutes the idea. It teaches that we
live once, die once, and then enter our eternal state. Hebrews
9:26b-27 states, “But now he has appeared once for all at the
end of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of
himself. Just as man is destined to die once and after that to
face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the
sins  of  many  people.  .  .  .”  The  focus  here  is  on  the
sacrificial work of Christ. Instead of the continual animal
sacrifices needed to atone for sins under the old covenant,
under the new covenant Christ paid for sins once and for all.

In the same way as Christ, who appeared only once, man is
destined to die once. Just as there is finality in Christ’s
sacrifice, there is finality in man’s physical death. After
that, the soul faces the judgment before God to determine
one’s eternal destiny. Once judgment is delivered, Scripture
gives no evidence that sins can be atoned for in another time
of  living  on  earth  (Rev.  20:11-15;  Luke  16:19-31;  Matt.
25:31-46).

The  passage  often  appealed  to  by  those  who  support
reincarnation is John 9:1-3, which states, “As he went along,
he  saw  a  man  blind  from  birth.  His  disciples  asked  him,
‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born
blind?'” Reincarnation proponents claim that in this passage
the  disciples  are  attributing  the  man’s  blindness  as  the
result of bad karma from a previous existence.

However,  Jewish  theology  attributed  birth  defects  to  two
factors. Prenatal sin committed by the baby after conception,
but before birth, or sin committed by the parents. Genesis
25:22, the struggle of Jacob and Esau in Rachel’s womb, was
interpreted as a conflict that resulted from prenatal sin.



Exodus  20:5  states  that  the  parents’  sin  often  had
repercussions on their offspring. However, in the passage in
John 9:1-3, Jesus refutes any connection between the man’s
defects and any previous sins, thus putting an end to any
concept of karma.

Another passage is Matthew 11 where Jesus states that John the
Baptist is Elijah. Reincarnation proponents interpret John as
being the reincarnated Elijah from the Old Testament. This
cannot be true for the following reasons. First, in 2 Kings 2,
Elijah  never  died,  but  was  taken  to  heaven.  In  the
reincarnation model one must die before one can take on a new
form. Second, in Matthew 17 Elijah appears with Moses on the
Mount of Transfiguration. John the Baptist had lived and died
by this time. If he had been the reincarnation of Elijah, John
would  have  appeared  instead.  John  came  not  as  the
reincarnation of Elijah, but in a metaphorical sense as Elijah
in that he was filled with the same spirit and power as
Elijah. So the Bible does not affirm reincarnation.

Reincarnation and Resurrection
The  Bible  teaches  that  what  happens  after  death  is  a
resurrection, not reincarnation. First Corinthians 15 is one
of the clearest passages on what happens to the human soul
after death. Like the reincarnation proponents, we agree that
the immaterial component of man separates from the body at
death and survives eternally. We both agree that the soul
inhabits another bodily form.

The major difference is this: reincarnation proponents believe
that the soul inhabits many bodily forms in an evolutionary
progress toward union with the divine. This can happen over
millions of years or in a shorter period. The Bible teaches in
Hebrews 9:26b-27, as previously discussed, that we live once,
die once and then enter into an eternal state.

Our eternal state is described in 1 Corinthians 15. Verse 20



states, “But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the
firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.” By “firstfruits”
Paul was drawing on the imagery found in the Old Testament.
The firstfruits were prior to the main harvest and served as
an example and an assurance of the harvest that was coming. So
Christ’s resurrection is a precursor and a guarantee of the
believer’s resurrection. His resurrection greatly differs from
the reincarnation model.

First,  Christ’s  resurrected  body  physically  resembled  His
earthly body. It had physical properties displayed by the fact
that He could be touched, He communicated, and He ate. His
glorified body also possessed supernatural attributes. He was
able to walk through walls, appear and disappear, and ascend
to heaven.

Paul describes the glorified body as having a different kind
of flesh from the earthly body. He states, “All flesh is not
the same: Men have one kind of flesh, animals have another,
birds another, fish another. There are also heavenly bodies
and earthly bodies. . . .” The new body will be imperishable
and immortal. It will be a spiritual body that is designed for
life in heaven. The glorified body will not suffer the effects
of sin or the effects of time, sickness, or pain.

The unrighteous, however, enter a state of eternal torment
immediately  after  death.  Luke  16:19-31  demonstrates  this
point. In this example the unrighteous wealthy man enters hell
immediately at death. In Matthew 25 the goats enter a state of
eternal punishment with no hope of escape.

In summary, these are the differences. First, reincarnation
teaches  that  the  migration  of  the  soul  occurs  over  many
lifetimes  while  resurrection  occurs  once.  Second,
reincarnation teaches we inhabit many different bodies while
resurrection teaches we inhabit only one body on earth and a
glorified immortal body in heaven that resembles our earthly
one. Third, reincarnation teaches we are in an evolutionary



progress  to  union  with  God  while  resurrection  teaches  we
arrive at our ultimate state immediately at death. The Bible
does not support reincarnation and it must not be confused
with  the  doctrine  of  the  resurrection,  which  is  very
different.
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Human Nature
Don Closson provides an overview to how naturalism, pantheism
and Christian theism view human nature. He discusses questions
considering how each view deals with purpose, good and evil,
and death.

In the twenty-five years prior to 1993, the federal government
spent 2.5 trillion dollars on welfare and aid to cities. This
was enough money to buy all the assets of the top Fortune 500
firms as well as all the farmland in America at that time.({1}
As part of the Great War on poverty, begun by the Johnson
administration in the 1960’s, the government’s goal was to
reduce the number of poor, and the effects of poverty on
American society. As one administration official put it, “The
way to eliminate poverty is to give the poor people enough
money so that they won’t be poor anymore.”{2}) Sounds simple.
But offering money didn’t get rid of poverty; in fact, just
the opposite has occurred. The number of children covered by
the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program has gone
from 4.5 percent of all children in America in 1965, to almost
13 percent of all children in 1991. One of the reasons for
this increase has been the rapid deterioration of the family
for those most affected by the welfare bureaucracy. Since
1960,  the  number  of  single  parent  families  has  more  than
tripled, reflecting high rates of children born out of wedlock
and  high  divorce  rates.{3}  Rather  than  strengthening  the
family in America and ridding the country of poverty, just the
opposite has occurred. Why such disastrous results from such
good intentions?

Part of the answer must be found in human nature itself. Might
it be, that those creating welfare policy in the 1960’s had a
faulty view of human nature and thus misread what the solution
to poverty should be? In this essay I will look at how three
different world views—theism, naturalism, and pantheism—view
human nature. Which view we adopt, both individually and as a
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people, will have a great influence on how we educate our
children, how and if we punish criminals, and how we run our
government.

Christian  theism  is  often  chided  as  being  simplistic  and
lacking in sophistication, yet on this subject, it is the
naturalist and pantheist who tend to be reductionistic. Both
will simplify human nature in a way that detracts from our
uniqueness  and  God-given  purpose  here  on  this  planet.  It
should  be  mentioned  that  the  views  of  Christian  theists,
naturalists, and pantheists are mutually exclusive. They might
all be wrong, but they cannot all be right. The naturalist
sees man as a biological machine that has evolved by chance.
The pantheist perceives humankind as forgetful deity, whose
essence is a complex series of energy fields which are hidden
by an illusion of this apparent physical reality. Christian
theism accepts the reality of both our physical and spiritual
natures, presenting a balanced, livable view of what it means
to be human.

In this essay I will show how Christian theism, naturalism,
and pantheism answer three important questions concerning the
nature of humanity. First, are humans special in any way; do
we have a purpose and origin that sets us apart from the rest
of the animal world? Second, are we good, evil, or neither?
Third, what happens when we die? These fundamental questions
have  been  asked  since  the  written  word  appeared  and  are
central to what we believe about ourselves.

Are Humans Special?
One doesn’t usually think of Hollywood’s Terminator, as played
by  Arnold  Schwartzenegger,  as  a  profound  thinker.  Yet  in
Terminator II, the robot sent back from the future to protect
a young boy asks a serious question.

Boy: “You were going to kill that guy!”



Terminator: “Of course! I’m a terminator.”

Boy:  “Listen  to  me  very  carefully,  OK?  You’re  not  a
terminator anymore. All right? You got that?! You just can’t
go around killing people!”

Terminator: “Why?”

Boy: “What do ya mean, Why? ‘Cause you can’t!”

Terminator: “Why?”

Boy: “Because you just can’t, OK? Trust me on this!”{4}

Indeed, why not terminate people? Why are they special? To a
naturalist, one who believes that no spiritual reality exists,
options to this question are few. Natural scientists like
astronomer Carl Sagan and entomologist E.O. Wilson find man to
be no more than a product of time plus chance, an accident of
mindless  evolution.  Psychologist  Sigmund  Freud  and
existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre agree, humankind
is a biological machine, perhaps slightly more complex than
other animals, but governed by the same physical needs and
drives.

Yet as Mr. Spock of Star Trek fame put it in the original Star
Trek  movie,  logic  and  knowledge  aren’t  always  enough.  He
discovered this by mind melding with V-GER, a man made machine
that, after leaving our solar system, evolves into a thinking
machine elsewhere in the galaxy and returns to earth to find
its creator.{5} If logic and knowledge aren’t enough, where do
we  turn  to  for  significance  or  purpose?  A  naturalist  has
nowhere to turn. For example, Sartre argued that man must make
his own meaning in the face of an absurd universe.{6} The best
that entomologist E. O. Wilson could come up with is that we
do whatever it takes to pass on our genetic code, our DNA, to
the next generation. Everything we do is based on promoting
survival and reproduction.{7}



Pantheists have a very different response to the question of
human purpose or uniqueness. Dr. Brough Joy, a medical doctor
who has accepted an Eastern view of reality, argues that all
life forms are divine, consisting of complex energy fields. In
fact,  the  entire  universe  is  ultimately  made  up  of  this
energy; the appearance of a physical reality is really an
illusion.{8}  Gerald  Jampolsky,  another  doctor,  argues  that
love is the only part of us that is real, but love itself
cannot  be  defined.{9}  This  is  all  very  consistent  with
pantheism which teaches a radical monism, that all is one, and
all is god. But if all is god, all is just as it is supposed
to be and you end up with statements like this from the
Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh:

There is no purpose to life; existence is non-purposive.
That is why it is called a leela, a play. Existence itself
has no purpose to fulfill. It is not going anywhere—there is
no end that it is moving toward…{10}

Christianity teaches that human beings are unique. We are
created in God’s image and for a purpose, to glorify God.
Genesis 1:26 declares our image-bearing nature and the mandate
to rule over the other creatures of God’s creation. Jesus
further  delineated  our  purpose  when  he  gave  us  the  two
commandments to love God with all of our heart, soul, mind,
and strength, and to love our neighbor as ourselves. Romans
12:1  calls  us  to  be  living  sacrifices  to  God.  Unlike
naturalism or pantheism, the Bible doesn’t reduce us down to
either  just  our  material,  physical  nature  or  to  just  our
spiritual nature. Christianity recognizes the real complexity
of humanity as it is found in our physical, emotional and
spiritual components.

Are We Good, Bad, or Neither?
To a naturalist, this notion of good and evil can only apply
to the question of survival. If something promotes survival,
it is good; if not, it is evil. The only real question is how



malleable  human  behavior  is.  B.  F.  Skinner,  a  Harvard
psychology  professor,  believed  that  humans  are  completely
programmable  via  classical  conditioning  methods.  A  newborn
baby can be conditioned to become a doctor, lawyer, or serial
killer depending on its environment.{11}

The movie that won “Best Picture” in 1970 was a response to
Skinner’s  theories.  A  Clockwork  Orange  depicted  a  brutal
criminal being subjected to a conditioning program that would
create a violent physical reaction to just the thought of
doing harm to another person. Here is dialogue between the
prison warden and an Anglican clergyman after a demonstration
of the therapy’s effectiveness.

Clergyman: “Choice! The boy has no real choice! Has he? Self
interest!  The  fear  of  physical  pain  drove  him  to  that
grotesque act of self-abasement! Its insincerity was clearly
to be seen. He ceases to be a wrongdoer. He ceases also to
be a creature capable of moral choice.”

Warden: “Padre, these are subtleties! We’re not concerned
with motives for the higher ethics. We are concerned only
with cutting down crime! (Crowd Applause) And with relieving
the ghastly congestion in our prisons! He will be your true
Christian.  Ready  to  turn  the  other  cheek!  Ready  to  be
crucified rather than crucify! Sick to the very heart at the
thought even of killing a fly! Reclamation! Joy before the
angels of God! The point is that it works!”{12}

Stanley Kubrick denounced this shallow view of human nature
with this film, yet Skinner’s behaviorism actually allows for
more human flexibility than does the sociobiology of E. O.
Wilson, another Harvard professor. Wilson argues that human
emotions and ethics, in a general sense, have been programmed
to a “substantial degree” by our evolutionary experience.{13}
In other words, human beings are hard coded to respond to
conditions by their evolutionary history. Good and evil seem
to be beside the point.



Jean-Paul  Sartre,  another  naturalist,  rejected  the  limited
view  of  the  sociobiologist,  believing  that  humans,  if
anything, are choosing machines. We are completely free to
decide who we shall be, whether a drunk in the gutter or a
ruler of nations. However, our choice is meaningless. Being a
drunk is no better or worse than being a ruler. Since there is
no ultimate meaning to the universe, there can be no moral
value ascribed to a given set of behaviors.{14}

Pantheists also have a difficult time with this notion of good
and evil. Dr. Brugh Joy has written,

In  the  totality  of  Beingness  there  is  no  absolute
anything—no  rights  or  wrongs,  no  higher  or  lower
aspects—only the infinite interaction of forces, subtle and
gross,  that  have  meaning  only  in  relationship  to  one
another.(15)

The Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh wrote,

I am totally passive. Whatsoever happens, happens. I never
question why, because there is no one to be asked.{16}

Christianity  teaches  that  the  universe  was  created  by  a
personal, moral Creator God, and that it was created good.
This includes humanity. But now creation is in a fallen state
due  to  rebellion  against  God.  This  means  that  humans  are
inclined to sin, and indeed are born in a state of sinfulness.
This explains both mankind’s potential goodness and internal
sense of justice, as well as its inclination towards evil.

What Happens at Death?
Bertrand Russell wrote over seventy books on everything from
geometry to marriage. Historian Paul Johnson says of Russell
that no intellectual in history offered advice to humanity
over  so  long  a  period  as  Bertrand  Russell.  Holding  to
naturalist assumptions caused an obvious tension in Russell
regarding human nature. He wrote that people are “tiny lumps



of impure carbon and water dividing their time between labor
to postpone their normal dissolution and frantic struggle to
hasten it for others.”{17} Yet Russell also wrote shortly
before his death, “Three passions, simple but overwhelmingly
strong,  have  governed  my  life:  the  longing  for  love,  the
search for knowledge, and unbearable pity for the suffering of
mankind.”{18} One has to ask why he would pity these self-
centered lumps of impure carbon and water?

Most  people  over  forty  begin  to  question  the  nature  and
consequence of death. Some become obsessed with it. A recent
movie called Flatliners focused on what death might hold for
us. It involved a number of young doctors willing to die
temporarily, to find out what was on the other side.

Young Doctor #1: “Wait a minute! Wait! Quite simply, why are
you doing this?”

Young Doctor #2: “Quite simply to see if there is anything
out there beyond death. Philosophy failed! Religion failed!
Now  it’s  up  to  the  physical  sciences.  I  think  mankind
deserves to know!” {19}

Philosophy has failed, religion has failed, now its science’s
turn to find the answers. But what can naturalism offer us?
Whether  we  accept  the  sociobiology  of  Wilson  or  the
existentialism of Sartre, death means extinction. If nothing
exists beyond the natural, material universe, our death is
final and complete.

Pantheists,  on  the  other  hand,  find  death  to  be  a  minor
inconvenience on the road to nirvana. Reincarnation happens to
all living things, either towards nirvana or further from it
depending  on  the  Karma  one  accrues  in  the  current  life.
Although Karma may include ethical components, it focuses on
one’s  realization  of  his  oneness  with  the  universe  as
expressed  in  his  actions  and  thoughts.  Depending  on  the
particular view held, attaining nirvana is likened to a drop



of water being placed in an ocean. All identity is lost; only
a radical oneness exists.

Christianity  denies  the  possibility  of  reincarnation  and
rejects  naturalism’s  material-only  universe.  Hebrews  9:27
states, “Just as man is destined to die once, and after that
to face judgment…” It has always held to a linear view of
history,  allowing  for  each  person  to  live  a  single  life,
experience  death,  and  then  be  judged  by  God.  Revelation
20:11-12 records John’s vision of the final judgment.

“Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on
it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no
place  for  them.  And  I  saw  the  dead,  great  and  small,
standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another
book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were
judged according to what they had done as recorded in the
books.”

All three versions of what happens at death may be wrong, but
they certainly can’t all be right! We believe that based on
the historical evidence for Christ’s life and the dealings of
God  with  the  nation  of  Israel,  the  Biblical  account  is
trustworthy. We believe that those who have placed their faith
in the redemptive work of Christ on the cross will spend
eternity in glorified bodies worshiping and fellowshiping with
their Creator God.

Evaluation & Summary
In his autobiography, entomologist E. O. Wilson writes that as
a young man he accepted Christ as his savior, but because of
what he perceived to be hypocrisy in the pulpit he walked away
from the church shortly after being baptized. Later at Harvard
University he sat through a sermon by Dr. Martin Luther King
Sr. and then a series of gospel songs sung by students from
the campus. He writes that he silently wept while the songs
were  being  sung  and  said  to  himself,  “These  are  my



people.”{20} Wilson claims to be a naturalist, arguing that
God doesn’t exist, yet he has feelings that he can’t explain
and desires that do not fit his sociobiological paradigm. Even
the staunchly atheistic Jean-Paul Sartre, on his death bed,
had doubts about the existence of God and human significance.
Naturalism is a hard worldview to live by.

In 1991 Dr. L. D. Rue addressed the American Association for
The Advancement of Science and he advocated that we deceive
ourselves with “A Noble Lie.” A lie that deceives us, tricks
us,  compels  us  beyond  self-interest,  beyond  ego,  beyond
family, nation, [and] race. “It is a lie, because it tells us
that the universe is infused with value (which is a great
fiction), because it makes a claim to universal truth (when
there is none), and because it tells us not to live for self-
interest (which is evidently false). `But without such lies,
we cannot live.'”{21} This is the predicament of modern man;
either he lives honestly without hope of significance, or he
creates a lie that gives a veneer of meaning. As William Lane
Craig writes in his book Reasonable Faith,

Man cannot live consistently and happily as though life were
ultimately without meaning, value or purpose. If we try to
live consistently within the atheistic worldview, we shall
find ourselves profoundly unhappy. If instead we manage to
live  happily,  it  is  only  by  giving  the  lie  to  our
worldview.{22}

The pantheist is little better off. Although pantheism claims
a spiritual reality, it does so by denying our personhood. We
become just another impersonal force field in an unending
field of forces. Life is neither going anywhere nor is there
hope that evil will be judged. Everything just is, let it be.

Neither system can speak out against the injustices of the
world because neither see humankind as significant. Justice
implies  moral  laws,  and  a  lawgiver,  something  that  both
systems deny exist. One cannot have justice without moral



truth.  Of  the  three  systems,  only  Judeo-Christian  thought
provides the foundation for combating the oppression of other
humans.

In J.I. Packer’s Knowing God, Packer argues that humans beings
were created to function spiritually as well as physically.
Just as we need food, water, exercise, and rest for our bodies
to thrive, we need to experience worship, praise, and godly
obedience to live spiritually. The result of ignoring these
needs will be the de-humanizing of the soul, the development
of a brutish rather than saintly demeanor. Our culture is
experiencing this brutishness, this destruction of the soul,
on a massive scale. Only revival, which brings about personal
devotion  to  Jesus  Christ  and  the  indwelling  of  the  Holy
Spirit, will reverse this trend. Since we are truly made in
God’s image, we will find peace and fulfillment only when we
are rightly related to Him.
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Sue  Bohlin  presents  a  Naturalistic,  a  Pantheistic,  and  a
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should ask about life. Knowing the answers to these questions
in critical to living a meaningful, fulfilling life on this
earth. She concludes by demonstrating that only a Christian
worldview  provides  consistent  answers  to  all  of  these
questions.
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One of the most important aspects of Probe’s “Mind Games”
conference is teaching students to recognize the three major
world views—Naturalism, Pantheism, and Theism—and the impact
they have both on the surrounding culture as well as on the
ideas the students will face at the university. Because we
come from an unapologetically Christian worldview, I will be
presenting the ideas of Christian theism, even though Judaism
and Islam are both theistic as well.

In this essay I’ll be examining five of the biggest questions
of life, and how each of the worldviews answers them:

Why is there something rather than nothing?
How do you explain human nature?
What happens to a person at death?
How do you determine right and wrong?
How do you know that you know?{1}

Why  Is  There  Something  Rather  than
Nothing?
The most basic question of life may well be, Why is there
something rather than nothing? Why am I here? Why is anything
here at all?

Even Maria Von Trapp in the movie The Sound of Music knew the
answer to this one. When she and the Captain are singing their
love to each other in the gazebo, she croons, “Nothing comes
from nothing, nothing ever could.”

But  naturalism,  the  belief  that  says  there  is  no  reality
beyond the physical universe, offers two answers to this basic
question.  Until  a  few  years  ago,  the  hopeful  wish  of
naturalism was that matter is eternal: the universe has always
existed, and always will. There’s no point to asking “why”
because  the  universe  simply  is.  End  of  discussion.
Unfortunately for naturalism, the evidence that has come from
our studies of astronomy makes it clear that the universe is



unwinding, in a sense, and at one point it was tightly wound
up. The evidence says that at some point in the past there was
a beginning, and matter is most definitely not eternal. That’s
a major problem for a naturalist, who believes that everything
that now is, came from nothing. First there was nothing, then
there was something, but nothing caused the something to come
into existence. Huh?

Pantheism is the belief that everything is part of one great
“oneness.”  It  comes  from  two  Greek  words,  pan  meaning
“everything,” and theos meaning “God.” Pantheism says that all
is  one,  all  is  god,  and  therefore  we  are  one  with  the
universe; we are god. We are part of that impersonal divinity
that makes up the universe. In answering the question, Why is
there  something  rather  than  nothing,  pantheism  says  that
everything had an impersonal beginning. The universe itself
has  an  intelligence  that  brought  itself  into  being.  The
“something” that exists is simply how energy expresses itself.
If you’ve seen the Star Wars movies, you’ve seen the ideas of
pantheism  depicted  in  that  impersonal  energy  field,  “The
Force.” Since the beginning of the universe had an impersonal
origin,  the  question  of  “why”  gets  sidestepped.  Like
naturalism, pantheism basically says, “We don’t have a good
answer to that question, so we won’t think about it.”

Christian  Theism  is  the  belief  that  God  is  a  personal,
transcendent Creator of the universe–and of us. This worldview
showed up on a T-shirt I saw recently:

“There are two things in life you can be sure of.

There is a God.1.
You are not Him.”2.

Christian Theism answers the question, Why is there something
rather than nothing, by confidently asserting that first there
was God and nothing else, then He created the universe by
simply  speaking  it  into  existence.  The  Bible’s  opening



sentence is an answer to this most basic of questions: “In the
beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”

 

How Do You Explain Human Nature?
Another one of the big questions of life is, How do you
explain human nature? Why do human beings act the way we do?
What it really boils down to is, Why am I so good and you’re
so bad?

During World War II, a young Jewish teenager kept a journal
during the years she and her family hid from the Nazis in a
secret apartment in a house in Amsterdam. Anne Frank’s diary
poignantly explored the way she tried to decide if people were
basically  good  or  basically  evil.  Acts  of  kindness  and
blessing seemed to indicate people were basically good; but
then the next day, Anne would learn of yet another barbarous
act of depravity and torture, and she would think that perhaps
people were basically bad after all. After reading her diary,
I remember carrying on the quest for an answer in my own mind,
and not finding it until I trusted Christ and learned what His
Word had to say about it.

Naturalism says that humans are nothing more than evolved
social animals. There is nothing that truly separates us from
the other animals, so all our behavior can be explained in
terms of doing what helps us to survive and reproduce. Your
only purpose in life, naturalism says, is to make babies. And
failing that, to help those who share your genes to make
babies. Kind of makes you want to jump out of bed in the
morning, doesn’t it?

Another answer from naturalism is that we are born as blank
slates, and we become whatever is written on those slates. You
might mix in some genetic factors, in which case human nature
is  nothing  more  than  a  product  of  our  genes  and  our



environment.

Pantheism explains human nature by saying we’re all a part of
god, but our problem is that we forget we’re god. We just need
to be re- educated and start living like the god we are. Our
human nature will be enhanced by attaining what pantheists
call “cosmic consciousness.” According to New Age thought, the
problem with humans is that we suffer from a collective form
of metaphysical amnesia. We just need to wake up and remember
we’re  god.  When  people  are  bad,  (which  is  one  result  of
forgetting you’re god), pantheism says that they’ll pay for it
in the next life when they are reincarnated as something less
spiritually evolved than their present life. I had a Buddhist
friend who refused to kill insects in her house because she
said they had been bad in their previous lives and had to come
back as bugs, and it wasn’t her place to prematurely mess up
their karma.

The Christian worldview gives the most satisfying answer to
the  question,  How  do  you  explain  human  nature?  The  Bible
teaches that God created us to be His image-bearers, which
makes us distinct from the entire rest of creation. But when
Adam and Eve chose to rebel in disobedience, their fall into
sin distorted and marred the sacred Image. The fact that we
are  created  in  God’s  image  explains  the  noble,  creative,
positive things we can do; the fact that we are sinners who
love to disobey and rebel against God’s rightful place as King
of  our  lives  explains  our  wicked,  destructive,  negative
behavior. It makes sense that this biblical view of human
nature reveals the reasons why mankind is capable of producing
both Mother Teresa and the holocaust.

What Happens after Death?
In the movie Flatliners, medical students took turns stopping
each other’s hearts to give them a chance to experience what
happens after death. After a few minutes, they resuscitated
the metaphysical traveller who told the others what he or she



saw. The reason for pursuing such a dangerous experiment was
explained by the med student who thought it up in the first
place: “What happens after death? Mankind deserves an answer.
Philosophy  failed;  religion  failed.  Now  it’s  up  to  the
physical sciences.”

Well, maybe religion failed, but the Lord Jesus didn’t. But
first, let’s address how naturalism answers this question.

Because this worldview says that there is nothing outside of
space, time and energy, naturalism insists that death brings
the  extinction  of  personality  and  the  disorganization  of
matter. Things just stop living and start decomposing. Or, as
my brother said when he was in his atheist phase, “When you
die, you’re like a dog by the side of the road. You’re dead,
and that’s it.” To the naturalist, there is no life after
death. The body recycles back to the earth and the mental and
emotional  energies  that  comprised  the  person  disintegrate
forever.

Pantheism teaches reincarnation, the belief that all of life
is an endless cycle of birth and death. After death, each
person  is  reborn  as  someone,  or  something,  else.  Your
reincarnated persona in the next life depends on how you live
during this one. This is the concept of karma, which is the
law of cause and effect in life. If you make evil or foolish
choices, you will have to work off that bad karma by being
reborn as something like a rat or a cow. If you’re really bad,
you might come back as a termite. But if you’re good, you’ll
come back as someone who can be wonderful and powerful. New
Age  followers  sometimes  undergo  something  they  call  “past
lives therapy,” which regresses them back beyond this life,
beyond  birth,  and  into  previous  lives.  I  think  it’s
interesting  that  people  always  seem  to  have  been  someone
glamorous like Cleopatra and never someone like a garbage
collector or an executioner!

Christian  Theism  handles  the  question,  What  happens  to  a



person at death, with such a plain, no-nonsense answer that
people have been stumbling over it for millenia. Death is a
gateway that either whisks a person to eternal bliss with God
or  takes  him  straight  to  a  horrible  place  of  eternal
separation  from  God.  What  determines  whether  one  goes  to
heaven or hell is the way we respond to the light God gives us
concerning His Son, Jesus Christ. When we confess that we are
sinners in need of mercy we don’t deserve, and trust the Lord
Jesus to save us from not only our sin but the wrath that sin
brings to us, He comes to live inside us and take us to heaven
to  be  with  Him  forever  when  we  die.  When  we  remain  in
rebellion  against  God,  either  actively  disobeying  Him  or
passively ignoring Him, the consequences of our sin remain on
us  and  God  allows  us  to  keep  them  for  all  eternity–but
separated from Him and all life and hope. It is a dreadful
thing  to  fall  into  the  hands  of  the  living  God  (Hebrews
10:31). But it is a delightful thing to fall into the arms of
the Lover of your soul, Who has gone on ahead to prepare a
place for you! Which will you choose?

How Do You Determine Right and Wrong?
One of the big questions in life is, How do you determine
right  and  wrong?  Steven  Covey,  author  of  Seven  Habits  of
Highly Effective People, appeared on the Oprah Winfrey show
one day. He asked the studio audience to close their eyes and
point north. When they opened their eyes, there were several
hundred arms pointing in wildly different directions. Then Mr.
Covey pulled out a compass and said, “This is how we know
which way is north. You can’t know from within yourself.” He
used a powerful object lesson to illustrate the way Christian
theism answers this big question in life.

Naturalism  says  that  there  is  no  absolute  outside  of
ourselves. There is no final authority because space, time and
energy are all that is. There is no such thing as right and
wrong  because  there  is  no  right-  and  wrong-giver.  So



naturalism  tries  to  deal  with  the  question  of  ethics  by
providing several unsatisfying answers. One is the belief that
there is no free choice, that all our behaviors and beliefs
are driven by our genes. We are just as determined in our
behavior as the smallest animals or insects. Another is the
belief that moral values are determined from what is; the way
things are is the way they ought to be. If you are being
abused by your husband, that’s the way things are, so that’s
the  way  they  ought  to  be.  Even  worse  is  the  concept  of
arbitrary ethics: might makes right. Bullies get to decide the
way things ought to be because they’re stronger and meaner
than  everybody  else.  That’s  what  happens  in  totalitarian
regimes; the people with the power decide what’s right and
what’s wrong.

Pantheism says that there is no such thing as ultimate right
and  wrong  because  everything  is  part  of  a  great
undifferentiated whole where right and wrong, good and evil,
are all part of the oneness of the universe. Remember “Star
Wars”? The Force was both good and evil at the same time.
Pantheism denies one of the basic rules of philosophy, which
is that two opposite things cannot both be true at the same
time.  Because  Pantheism  denies  that  there  are  absolutes,
things which are true all the time, it holds that all right
and  wrong  is  relative.  Right  and  wrong  are  determined  by
cultures and situations. So murdering one’s unborn baby might
be right for one person and wrong for another.

Theism says that there is such a thing as absolute truth, and
absolute  right  and  wrong.  We  can  know  this  because  this
information has come to us from a transcendent source outside
of ourselves and outside of our world. Christian Theism says
that the God who created us has also communicated certain
truths to us. He communicated generally, through His creation,
and He communicated specifically and understandably through
His Word, the Bible. We call this revelation. Christian Theism
says that absolute truth is rooted in God Himself, who is an



Absolute; He is Truth. As Creator, He has the right to tell us
the difference between right and wrong, and He has taken great
care to communicate this to us.

That’s why Steven Covey’s illustration was so powerful. When
he pulled out a compass, he showed that we need a transcendent
source of information, something outside ourselves and which
is fixed and constant, to show us the moral equivalent of
“North.”  We  are  creatures  created  to  be  dependent  on  our
Creator for the information we need to live life right. God
has given us a compass in revelation.

How Do You Know That You Know?
This question generally doesn’t come up around the cafeteria
lunch table at work, and even the most inquisitive toddler
usually  won’t  ask  it,  but  it’s  an  important  question
nonetheless:  How  do  you  know  that  you  know?

There’s a great scene in the movie Terminator 2 where the
young boy that the cyborg terminator has been sent to protect,
is threatened by a couple of hoodlums. The terminator is about
to blow one away when the young boy cries out, “You can’t do
that!” The terminator—Arnold Schwarzenegger—asks, “Why not?”
“You just can’t go around killing people!” the boy protests.
“Why not?” “Take my word for it,” the boy says. “You just
can’t.” He knew that it was wrong to kill another human being,
but he didn’t know how he knew. There are a lot of people in
our culture like that!

Naturalism, believing that there is nothing beyond space, time
and energy, would answer the question by pointing to the human
mind. Rational thought–iguring things out deductively–is one
prime way we gain knowledge. Human reason is a good enough
method to find out what we need to know. The mind is the
center of our source of knowledge. Another way to knowledge is
by  accumulating  hard  scientific  data  of  observable  and
measurable experience. This view says that the source of our



knowledge is found in the senses. We know what we can perceive
through  what  we  can  measure.  Since  naturalism  denies  any
supernaturalism  (anything  above  or  outside  of  the  natural
world), what the human mind can reason and measure is the only
standard for gaining knowledge.

Pantheism would agree with this assessment of how we know that
we know. Followers of pantheism tend to put a lot of value on
personal  experience.  The  rash  of  near-  and  after-death
experiences in the past few years, for example, are extremely
important to New Agers. These experiences usually validate the
preconceptions of pantheistic thought, which denies absolutes
such as the Christian tenet that Jesus is the only way to God.
The experiences of past- lives therapy have persuaded even
some Christians to believe in reincarnation, even though the
Bible  explicitly  denies  that  doctrine,  because  personal
experience is often considered the most valid way to know
reality.

Christian Theism says that while human reason and perception
are legitimate ways to gain knowledge, we cannot depend on
these  methods  alone  because  they’re  not  enough.  Some
information needs to be given to us from outside the system.
An outside Revealer provides information we can’t get any
other way. Revelation—revealed truth from the One who knows
everything—is another, not only legitimate but necessary way
to know some important things. Revelation is how we know what
happened when the earth, the universe and man were created.
Revelation is how we know what God wants us to do and be.
Revelation is how we can know how the world will end and what
heaven is like. Revelation in the form of the Lord Jesus
Christ is the only way we can experience “God with skin on.”

Naturalism’s answers are inadequate, depressing, and wrong;
pantheism’s answers are slippery, don’t square with reality,
and  wrong;  but  Christian  theism—the  Christian  worldview—is
full of hope, consistent with reality, and it resonates in our
souls that it’s very, very right.
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1. These questions are taken from James W. Sire’s book The
Universe Next Door (Downers Grove, Ill.:InterVarsity Press),
1977.
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Worldviews
A worldview is like a pair of glasses through which we view
the world. Everyone has one. Jerry Solomon examines the basic
worldviews and some of the beliefs and questions that they
involve.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

A friend of mine recently told me of a conversation he had
with a good friend we will call Joe. Joe is a doctor. He is
not a Christian. This is how the conversation went: “Joe,
you’re  an  excellent  doctor.  You  care  deeply  about  your
patients. Why do you care so much for people since you believe
we have evolved by chance? What gives us value?” Joe was
stunned  by  the  question  and  couldn’t  answer  it.  His
“worldview”  had  taken  a  blow.

The concept of a worldview has received increasing attention
for the past several years. Many books have been written on
the  subject  of  worldviews  from  both  Christian  and  non-
Christian perspectives. Frequently speakers will refer to the
term.  On  occasion  even  reviews  of  movies  and  music  will
include the phrase. All this attention prompts us to ask,
“What does the term mean?” and “What difference does it make?”
It is our intent to answer these questions. And it is our hope

https://probe.org/worldviews/
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that  all  of  us  will  give  serious  attention  to  our  own
worldview, as well as the worldviews of those around us.

What is a Worldview?
What  is  a  worldview?  A  variety  of  definitions  have  been
offered by numerous authors. For example, James Sire asserts
that “A worldview is a set of presuppositions (or assumptions)
which we hold (consciously or subconsciously) about the basic
makeup of our world.”{1} Phillips and Brown state that “A
worldview is, first of all, an explanation and interpretation
of the world and second, an application of this view to life.
In simpler terms, our worldview is a view of the world and a
view for the world.”{2} Walsh and Middleton provide what we
think is the most succinct and understandable explanation: “A
world view provides a model of the world which guides its
adherents in the world.”{3} With the realization that many
subtleties can be added, this will be our working definition.

The Need for a Worldview
Worldviews act somewhat like eye glasses or contact lenses.
That is, a worldview should provide the correct “prescription”
for making sense of the world just as wearing the correct
prescription for your eyes brings things into focus. And, in
either example, an incorrect prescription can be dangerous,
even  life-threatening.  People  who  are  struggling  with
worldview questions are often despairing and even suicidal.
Thus  it’s  important  for  us  to  give  attention  to  the
formulation of the proper worldview. Arthur Holmes states that
the need for a worldview is fourfold: “the need to unify
thought and life; the need to define the good life and find
hope and meaning in life; the need to guide thought; the need
to guide action.”{4} Yet another prominent need for the proper
worldview is to help us deal with an increasingly diverse
culture. We are faced with a smorgasbord of worldviews, all of
which make claims concerning truth. We are challenged to sort



through this mixture of worldviews with wisdom. These needs
are  experienced  by  all  people,  either  consciously  or
unconsciously. All of us have a worldview with which we strive
to meet such needs. The proper worldview helps us by orienting
us to the intellectual and philosophical terrain about us.

Worldviews are so much a part of our lives that we see and
hear  them  daily,  whether  we  recognize  them  or  not.  For
example,  movies,  television,  music,  magazines,  newspapers,
government, education, science, art, and all other aspects of
culture  are  affected  by  worldviews.  If  we  ignore  their
importance, we do so to our detriment.

Testing Worldviews
A worldview should pass certain tests. First, it should be
rational.  It  should  not  ask  us  to  believe  contradictory
things. Second, it should be supported by evidence. It should
be consistent with what we observe. Third, it should give a
satisfying comprehensive explanation of reality. It should be
able to explain why things are the way they are. Fourth, it
should provide a satisfactory basis for living. It should not
leave  us  feeling  compelled  to  borrow  elements  of  another
worldview in order to live in this world.

Components Found in All Worldviews
In addition to putting worldviews to these tests, we should
also  see  that  worldviews  have  common  components.  These
components are self-evident. It is important to keep these in
mind as you establish your own worldview, and as you share
with others. There are four of them.

First, something exists. This may sound obvious, but it really
is an important foundational element of worldview building
since  some  will  try  to  deny  it.  But  a  denial  is  self-
defeating because all people experience cause and effect. The
universe is rational; it is predictable.



Second, all people have absolutes. Again, many will try to
deny this, but to deny it is to assert it. All of us seek an
infinite reference point. For some it is God; for others it is
the state, or love, or power, and for some this reference
point is themselves or man.

Third, two contradictory statements cannot both be right. This
is a primary law of logic that is continually denied. Ideally
speaking, only one worldview can correctly mirror reality.
This cannot be overemphasized in light of the prominent belief
that tolerance is the ultimate virtue. To say that someone is
wrong  is  labeled  intolerant  or  narrow-minded.  A  good
illustration of this is when we hear people declare that all
religions  are  the  same.  It  would  mean  that  Hindus,  for
example,  agree  with  Christians  concerning  God,  Jesus,
salvation, heaven, hell, and a host of other doctrines. This
is nonsense.

Fourth,all people exercise faith. All of us presuppose certain
things to be true without absolute proof. These are inferences
or assumptions upon which a belief is based. This becomes
important, for example, when we interact with those who allege
that only the scientist is completely neutral. Some common
assumptions  are:  a  personal  God  exists;  man  evolved  from
inorganic  material;  man  is  essentially  good;  reality  is
material.

As we dialogue with people who have opposing worldviews, an
understanding of these common components can help us listen
more patiently, and they can guide us to make our case more
wisely.

Six Worldview Questions
Have you ever been frustrated with finding ways to stir the
thinking  of  a  non-Christian  friend?  We  are  confident  the
following questions will be of help. And we are also confident
they will stir your thinking about the subject of worldviews.



We  will  answer  these  questions  with  various  non-Christian
responses. Christian responses will be discussed later in this
article.

First, Why is there something rather than nothing? Some may
actually say something came from nothing. Others may state
that something is here because of impersonal spirit or energy.
And many believe matter is eternal.

Second, How do you explain human nature? Frequently people
will say we are born as blank slates, neither good nor evil.
Another popular response is that we are born good, but society
causes us to behave otherwise.

Third, What happens to a person at death? Many will say that a
person’s  death  is  just  the  disorganization  of  matter.
Increasingly  people  in  our  culture  are  saying  that  death
brings reincarnation or realization of oneness.

Fourth, How do you determine what is right and wrong? Often we
hear it said that ethics are relative or situational. Others
assert that we have no free choice since we are entirely
determined. Some simply derive “oughts” from what “is.” And of
course history has shown us the tragic results of a “might
makes right” answer.

Fifth, How do you know that you know? Some say that the mind
is the center of our source of knowledge. Things are only
known deductively. Others claim that knowledge is only found
in the senses. We know only what is perceived.

Sixth, What is the meaning of history? One answer is that
history  is  determined  as  part  of  a  mechanistic  universe.
Another answer is that history is a linear stream of events
linked by cause and effect but without purpose. Yet another
answer  is  that  history  is  meaningless  because  life  is
absurd.{5}

The alert Christian will quickly recognize that the preceding



answers  are  contrary  to  his  beliefs.  There  are  definite,
sometimes startling differences. Worldviews are in collision.
Thus we should know at least something about the worldviews
that are central to the conflict. And we should certainly be
able to articulate a Christian worldview.

Examples of Worldviews
In his excellent book, The Universe Next Door, James Sire
catalogs  the  most  influential  worldviews  of  the  past  and
present.  These  are  Christian  Theism,  Deism,  Naturalism,
Nihilism, Existentialism, Eastern Pantheism, and New Age or
New Consciousness.{6}

Deism, a prominent worldview during the eighteenth century,
has almost entirely left the scene. The Deist believes in God,
but that God created and then abandoned the universe.

Nihilism, a more recent worldview, is alive among many young
people  and  some  intellectuals.  Nihilists  see  no  value  to
reality; life is absurd.

Existentialism is prominent and can be seen frequently, even
among  unwitting  Christians.  The  Existentialist,  like  the
Nihilist, sees life as absurd, but sees man as totally free to
make himself in the face of this absurdity.

Christian Theism, Naturalism, and New Age Pantheism are the
most influential worldviews presently in the United States.
Now we will survey each of them.

Christian Theism
Let’s return to the six questions we asked earlier and briefly
see how the Christian Theist might answer them.

Question: Why is there something rather than nothing? Answer:
There is an infinite-personal God who has created the universe
out of nothing.



Question: How do you explain human nature? Answer: Man was
originally created good in God’s image, but chose to sin and
thus infected all of humanity with what is called a “sin
nature.” So man has been endowed with value by his creator,
but his negative behavior is in league with his nature.

Question: What happens to a person at death? Answer: Death is
either the gate to life with God or to eternal separation from
Him. The destination is dependent upon the response we give to
God’s provision for our sinfulness.

Question:  How  do  you  determine  what  is  right  and  wrong?
Answer: The guidelines for conduct are revealed by God.

Question: How do you know that you know? Answer: Reason and
experience  can  be  legitimate  teachers,  but  a  transcendent
source is necessary. We know some things only because we are
told by God through the Bible.

Question: What is the meaning of history? Answer: History is a
linear  and  meaningful  sequence  of  events  leading  to  the
fulfillment of God’s purposes for man.

Christian Theism had a long history in Western culture. This
does not mean that all individuals who have lived in Western
culture  have  been  Christians.  It  simply  means  that  this
worldview was dominant; it was the most influential. And this
was true even among non-Christians. This is no longer valid.
Western culture has experienced a transition to what is called
Naturalism.

Naturalism
Even though Naturalism in various forms is ancient, we will
use the term to refer to a worldview that has had considerable
influence in a relatively short time within Western culture.
The seeds were planted in the seventeenth century and began to
flower in the eighteenth. Most of us have been exposed to
Naturalism  through  Marxism  and  what  is  called  Secular



Humanism.

What are the basic tenets of this worldview? First, God is
irrelevant. This tenet helps us better understand the term
Naturalism; it is in direct contrast to Christian Theism,
which  is  based  on  supernaturalism.  Second,  progress  and
evolutionary change are inevitable. Third, man is autonomous,
self-centered, and will save himself. Fourth, education is the
guide to life; intelligence and freedom guarantee full human
potential. Fifth, science is the ultimate provider both for
knowledge and morals. These tenets have permeated our lives.
They are apparent, for example, in the media, government, and
education. We should be alert constantly to their influence.

After  World  War  II  “Postmodernism”  began  to  replace  the
confidence of Naturalism. With it came the conclusion that
truth, in any real sense, doesn’t exist. This may be the next
major  worldview,  or  anti-worldview,  that  will  infect  the
culture. It is presently the rage on many of our college
campuses. In the meantime, though, the past few decades have
brought  us  another  ancient  worldview  dressed  in  Western
clothing.

New Age Pantheism
Various forms of Pantheism have been prominent in Eastern
cultures for thousands of years. But it began to have an
effect on our culture in the 1950s. There had been various
attempts to introduce its teachings before then, but those
attempts did not arouse the interest that was stirred in that
decade. It is now most readily observed in what is called the
New Age Movement.

What are the basic tenets of this worldview? First, all is
one.  There  are  no  ultimate  distinctions  between  humans,
animals, or the rest of creation. Second, since all is one,
all is god. All of life has a spark of divinity. Third, if all
is one and all is god, then each of us is god. Fourth, humans



must discover their own divinity by experiencing a change in
consciousness.  We  suffer  from  a  collective  form  of
metaphysical amnesia. Fifth, humans travel through indefinite
cycles of birth, death, and reincarnation in order to work off
what is called “bad karma.” Sixth, New Age disciples think in
terms of gray, not black and white. Thus they believe that two
conflicting statements can both be true.

On  the  popular  level  these  tenets  are  presently  asserted
through various media, such as books, magazines, television,
and  movies.  Perhaps  the  most  visible  teacher  is  Shirley
MacLaine. But these beliefs are also found increasingly among
intellectuals  in  fields  such  as  medicine,  psychology,
sociology,  and  education.

Conclusion
We have very briefly scanned the subject of worldviews. Let’s
return to a definition we affirmed in the beginning of this
article: “A worldview provides a model of the world which
guides its adherents in the world.” If your model of the world
includes an infinite-personal God, as in Christian Theism,
that belief should provide guidance for your life. If your
model  rejects  God,  as  in  Naturalism,  again  such  a  belief
serves as a guide. Or if your model asserts that you are god,
as in New Age Pantheism, yet again your life is being guided
by such a conception. These examples should remind us that we
are living in a culture that puts us in touch constantly with
such ideas, and many more. They cannot all be true.

Thus some of us may be confronted with the need to think more
deeply than we ever have before. Some of us may need to purge
those things from our lives that are contrary to the worldview
of Christian Theism. Some of us may need to better understand
that our thoughts are to be unified with daily life. Some of
us may need to better understand that the good life and hope
and meaning are found only through God’s answers. Some of us
may  need  to  let  God’s  ideas  guide  our  thoughts  more



completely. And some of us may need to let God’s guidelines
guide our actions more fully.

Paul’s  admonition  to  the  believers  in  ancient  Colossae
couldn’t  be  more  contemporary  or  helpful  in  light  of  our
discussion. He wrote:

See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy
and  empty  deception,  according  to  the  tradition  of  men,
according to the elementary principles of the world, rather
than according to Christ (Col. 2:8).
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