
Worldviews,  Part  2  –
Comparing  Postmodernism  and
Other  Worldviews  with  a
Christian View
Rick Wade adds to our understanding of worldviews by adding
three classical and one very current life perspective to our
worldview  discussion.  Understanding  how  deism,  nihilism,
existentialism,  and  postmodernism  address  the  fundamental
worldview  questions  helps  us  to  deeply  understand  their
similarities and differences with Christian theism.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Introduction
A few years ago, former Probe staff member Jerry Solomon wrote
an  article  on  worldviews  in  which  he  provided  a  basic
introduction to the subject, and then gave a sketch of three
major worldviews: Christian theism, naturalism, and New Age
pantheism.{1}  In  this  article  we’ll  look  at  four  more
worldviews:  deism,  nihilism,  existentialism,  and
postmodernism.  We  frequently  refer  to  these  various
philosophies in our articles, so it seems good to give a brief
description for reference.{2}

Worldviews: Some Basics

What  is  a  worldview?  James  Orr,  the  19th  century  church
historian, said that a worldview “[denotes] the widest view
which the mind can take of things in the effort to grasp them
together as a whole from the standpoint of some particular
philosophy  or  theology.”{3}  A  developed  worldview  supplies
answers to the questions of origin, purpose, and destiny among
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other  things,  or  as  some  put  it,  the  “why,  whence,  and
whither” of things.{4}

But some may object that such a view of Christianity is too
intellectual or esoteric, or might say that Christianity by
its very nature doesn’t allow being forced into some set of
philosophical ideas. It’s true that one can present an overly
philosophical picture of Christianity, one that makes it seem
very  remote  from  real  life.  But  does  that  invalidate  the
cognitive element? Note that the apostle Paul had no problem
with considering the rational aspect of the faith. There must
be knowledge of Christianity in order to live it out. Read
Eph.  1:17,18.{5}  In  Colossians  we  see  how  Paul  gave  his
readers intellectual grounds for rejecting the philosophy of
the day (cf. 1:9ff).

There are a couple of reasons for thinking of Christianity in
worldview terms. Over a hundred years ago church historian
James  Orr  called  for  such  a  perspective  because  first,
Christianity  does  involve  a  lot  of  interconnected  beliefs
which  cannot  be  picked  and  chosen  in  a  cafeteria-style
fashion. He says, “He who with his whole heart believes in
Jesus as the Son of God is thereby committed to much else
besides. He is committed to a view of God, to a view of man,
to a view of sin, to a view of Redemption, to a view of the
purpose of God in creation and history, to a view of human
destiny,  found  only  in  Christianity.  This  forms  a
‘Weltanschauung,’  or  ‘Christian  view  of  the  world,’  which
stands in marked contrast with theories wrought out from a
purely  philosophical  or  scientific  standpoint.”{6}
Christianity,  thus,  by  its  nature  forms  a  worldview.

Second,  Orr  says,  since  Christianity  as  a  whole  is  under
attack, it must be defended as a whole; not just as individual
doctrines  but  the  whole  concept  of  supernatural,  revealed
religion.  “The  opposition  which  Christianity  has  to
encounter,”  says  Orr,  “is  no  longer  confined  to  special
doctrines or to points of supposed conflict with the natural



sciences–for example, the relations of Genesis and geology–but
extends to the whole manner of conceiving of the world and of
man’s place in it, the manner of conceiving of the entire
system  of  things,  natural  and  moral,  of  which  we  form  a
part.”{7}

Evaluating Worldviews

How shall we evaluate a worldview? We have every right to
expect that a true description of reality will be rational, be
supported by evidence, provide the widest explanation for all
of reality, and accord with human experience. Regarding its
rational nature, it must both not contradict itself and be
coherent as a system. Regarding evidence, it must not only be
consistent with and explain the facts of nature and history,
but  it  must  give  an  adequate  explanation  for  special
occurrences in history (I’m thinking here specifically of the
person  and  work  of  Jesus,  including  His  life,  death,  and
resurrection). A worldview answers the “why” question in its
ability to explain what we see around and within ourselves.
Regarding human experience, it must both explain what we know
of ourselves and answer our deepest longings and aspirations.

Furthermore,  we  should  not  be  surprised  at  supernatural
elements such as miracles and prophecies, and reports of such
should withstand investigation as far as we’re able.

Finally  any  truths  revealed  which  couldn’t  be  known
otherwise–even though transcending what we can know on our own
and  being  difficult  to  understand–should  not  conclusively
contradict what we know in the range of human experience.

Let’s turn now to a consideration of our four worldviews.

Deism
Historical background

The era called the Enlightenment, which spanned the 17th and



18th centuries, saw significant changes in the way Western man
viewed  his  world.  The  flowering  of  knowledge  in  the
Renaissance which broke through in the arts and sciences led
to  the  restoration  of  a  high  view  of  man.  Even  in  the
Christian church there developed something called “Christian
humanism.” In the Enlightenment era which followed, though,
the “Christian” part began to fall off, leaving man as the
final authority on all that is true. But this change didn’t
occur overnight. There was a period of time when God was still
recognized, although some believed He had lost touch, as it
were, with His creation. He was pushed out and restricted to
His heaven. Notions of God’s providential care over the earth
faded away. Thus was born deism, the first of four worldviews.

Several factors were involved in this transition. One was the
flowering of science, specifically Newtonian physics, which
supposedly gave a rational, orderly explanation of the world,
thereby  removing  the  mysterious,  supernatural  elements.
Another factor was the religious wars a century or two before
which  had  a  souring  effect  on  people’s  attitudes  about
organized religion. Finally, there was a growing awareness of
other  peoples  and  religions  which  made  Christianity  seem
provincial rather than universal.{8} Divine law gave way to
natural law. Now there was “revealed religion” coming from
God, and “natural religion” discovered in nature. And “natural
religion,” believed to be neutral and universal, became the
norm for what could be accepted as true “revealed religion.”

Described

Deism, then, is the belief that “natural religion contains all
that is true in revealed religion; where the latter differs,
the  differences  are  either  morally  insignificant  or
superstitious.”{9}  There  is  nothing  higher  than  natural
religion. Reason is capable of knowing God and His will, so
there is no need for revelation. On the moral side, man’s duty
is simply to do God’s will which is to seek the happiness of
all men.



How was it that deists retained belief in God? According to
one writer, the Newtonian view of the cosmos seemed to demand
a  God;  the  intricate  order  of  the  universe  suggested  an
intelligent designer. In fact, this made God seem bigger than
ever. However, God was removed from an active part in human
affairs. His transcendence was emphasized at the expense of
His immanence. Also, although God was the author of natural
law, He “receded behind the battery of secondary causes with
which men have daily to do.”{10} God was seen as too big to be
involved in the trivial experiences of man’s life. There was
no real concern on God’s part for the details of our lives and
no divine purpose in history. Knowledge of God was “emptied of
most of its concrete religious connotations.”{11}

Contrasted with Christian Theism

Three major factors separate deism from biblical Christianity.
First, God was separated from the workings of real life due to
His awesome transcendence. As Sire puts it, “God is distant,
foreign,  alien.”{12}  Scripture  teaches,  however,  that  God
continues to be involved in His creation both in sustaining
the natural order (Col. 1:17) and in relating to mankind.

Second,  deists  saw  man  as  just  a  part  of  the  clockwork
universe, operating according to strict laws. While man was
recognized as a creation of God and made in His image, he
wasn’t seen as essentially a sinner. Gone was the sense of the
drama of human interaction with God over concerns about sin
and grace and judgment. Man was now in charge of himself.
However, he was not truly free for man was locked in the
natural system of cause and effect.{13}

Third, because the world was not seen as fallen, but rather as
God created it to be, the natural order reflected what was
good and right. As Pope said, “One truth is clear, whatever
is, is right.”{14} Not every deist went this far, however.
Ethics was very important to deists; they didn’t turn morality
over to the subjective realm. But wrongdoing wasn’t against



God  so  much  as  against  some  abstract  ethical  principles
discernible in nature.

Internal Weaknesses

Although few if any people would claim to be deists today,
there are some aspects of deism which still reveal themselves
in our beliefs. For example, some speak of one God who is all-
powerful yet not directly concerned with the daily lives of
human beings, who is known through the world of nature, but
who hasn’t revealed Himself authoritatively and finally in
Scripture or through Jesus.

However, the halfway position of deism made it incapable of
standing as a serious worldview for very long. Deists believed
they knew things about God, but they were limited to empirical
knowledge; that is, knowledge obtained through nature. If we
only  gain  knowledge  from  nature,  we  cannot  see  the  whole
picture, and there are certainly things about God which can’t
be known unless He tells us (which is what revelation is). It
would seem that they were presupposing certain things about
God  learned  from  special  revelation  without  giving  credit
where it was due.

Thus,  one  needed  to  either  keep  God  in  the  picture  and
acknowledge His significance, or remove Him altogether. The
latter was the response of naturalism. Since that worldview
was considered in the previous article, we’ll move next to
nihilism, a frame of mind growing out of naturalism.

Nihilism
Now that God was pushed to the edge of human experience, why
not remove Him altogether? He had lost all practical value;
why believe in Him at all? Thus was ushered in naturalism, the
belief that there is only one order of existence and that is
nature;  there  is  no  supernatural  order.  This  view  was
discussed in the earlier article, so I won’t develop it here.



Historical Background

For many, naturalism was a breath of fresh air, for now one
needn’t look to religion to find answers. Modern man with his
naturalistic  beliefs  tended  to  be  optimistic  about  man’s
prospects for making a good life for himself. Being free from
the confines of the supernatural, man was free to make of
himself whatever he wanted

Many,  however,  didn’t  see  the  clear  benefits  of  this
“freedom.” Naturalism produced an emptiness it couldn’t fill.
Are we really just another stage of evolutionary development?
Is this present reality all there is? Is there no permanent,
transcendent value in the universe? The worldview–or perhaps
we should say, mindset– which emerged was nihilism. Nihilism
isn’t really a philosophy because it doesn’t present any kind
of a systematic conception of the world. It is more anti-
philosophy  than  philosophy  because  it  is  essentially
denial–denial of real value in anything. There is no real
right and wrong, no beauty, no knowledge, etc.

A  name  very  often  associated  with  nihilism  is  that  of
Friedrich  Nietzsche,  the  19th  century  philosopher.  Having
decided that God was dead, Nietzsche saw that with God’s death
went the high values of Western man which were based upon
belief in God. He also recognized the loss of freedom which
this loss entailed. That we are just the natural products of
evolution,  just  materialistic  bodies  and  minds  means  that
there is no real freedom at all. We are determined parts of a
determined universe.

Another explanation for the rise of nihilism brings in the
social and political elements. After going through many “isms”
this century, many people have decided that one simply cannot
put one’s confidence in any of them, so they simply adopt a
basic  pragmatism,  the  idea  that  workability  is  all  that
matters. German theologian Helmut Thielicke made this comment:



In a world that is saturated and infested with pragmatism,
the question inevitably arises whether everything is not
“pseudo,” whether everything is not–at best–a productive
lie, and thus whether at the tail end of this parade of
idols there is Nothing, a Nothing which is always dressed up
in  some  new  ideology,  but  still  nothing  but
nothingness.”{15}

Described

Thielicke continues, “Nihilism is not a program but rather a
value  judgment.  It  is  the  last  of  all  conceivable  value
judgments–at least in any logical series–and to that extent a
judgment of death. Nihilism has no other will or purpose; it
is content to draw a line and call it quits.”{16}

James Sire mentions Breath, a play by Samuel Beckett, as a
prime example of nihilism in theater. There are no actors,
just a pile of rubbish on the stage. The light on the stage
dims, then brightens, then dims again. “There are no words,
only a ‘recorded’ cry opening the play, an inhaled breath, an
exhaled breath and an identical ‘recorded’ cry closing the
play. For Beckett life is such a ‘breath.'”{17}

Nihilism, then, is a philosophy of loss; those who toy with it
as a trendy worldview either don’t understand it or haven’t
tried to. As one writer said, “Nietzsche replaces easy-going
atheism with agonized atheism.”{18}

Contrasted with Christian Theism

Nihilism is obviously out of accord with Christian doctrine.
God is not dead, and His nature and will provide a structure
for  value  and  meaning  which  transcend  us.  Because  God  is
active in the world and is working to bring about His plans,
there is real basis for hope. Internal Weaknesses

Nihilism also has its own internal weaknesses. Because it is
fundamentally  naturalistic,  it  carries  naturalism’s



weaknesses. It robs us of any real freedom since the natural
order is believed to operate either on a strictly causal basis
or by chance (or both). Yet nihilists, like everyone else, act
as  if  they  have  significant  freedom.  We  are  all  daily
confronted with the responsibility of making right choices and
of  facing  the  consequences  if  we  don’t.  Also,  the  strict
naturalism  of  nihilists  makes  their  claims  to  knowledge
suspect. If the chemicals and electrical charges in our brains
are simply following the physical laws of cause and effect,
why should we believe our ideas reflect any reality outside
ourselves and aren’t just the results of the random activity
of our brain cells? Finally, morality can’t be simply a matter
of “what is, is what ought to be” or else there would be no
room for reform. Any charge that another person or culture
ought to do something–not just because it would work better
but because it is right–would be illegitimate. Nihilism thus
leaves us empty with respect to our being, our knowledge, and
our morality. With all of these goes a loss of meaning.

But  all  this  is  to  say  what  the  nihilist  already  knows!
Sincere nihilists haven’t just adopted this worldview because
they like to be trendy. They are simply reflecting back in
their words the way they see the world, and they grieve over
it.

How can we respond to nihilism? We can start out by pointing
out the existential inconsistencies nihilists exhibit. For one
thing, although they say there is no meaning to anything, they
indicate what they think is meaningful by the time and effort
they put into various activities. The art of nihilism, such as
Dada, for example, attempts to say something; it is purported
to have meaning. If it doesn’t mean anything, it can’t convey
the image of the world nihilism wants to reveal. Second, all
their  assertions  about  meaninglessness  are  supposed  to  be
statements about the way the world is. But if there is no
knowledge, nihilists can’t know the way the world is. Third,
it simply flies in the face of everything our being seems to



require–meaning, value and dignity being three examples.

Very  few  people  can  live  out  a  completely  nihilistic
worldview. The most thoroughgoing cynics will apply themselves
to  something–even  if  it’s  small–which  they  consider
meaningful,  even  if  it  is  crying  out  against  the
meaninglessness of life. To feel the despair of the loss of
meaning and value indicates that one really wants such things.
What can the nihilist do? He can take his life so he doesn’t
have to face such an absurd world. He can keep on living but
keep his philosophy of no value and his life of value-seeking
separate. Or he can look for something to give life value and
meaning. In existentialism we find a worldview which seeks to
find meaning in an absurd universe. To that we now turn.

Existentialism
Existentialism  is  a  worldview  (or  really  a  collection  of
worldviews)  which  holds,  in  essence,  that  our  choices
determine what we are. We create our own meaning and value.
“Existence precedes essence,” it is said. What we do, the
choices we make, determine our essence. Existentialists, thus,
seek to create their own meaning in a meaningless world.

(I should note here that there are theistic and atheistic
forms  of  existentialism.  Here  we  will  only  consider  the
atheistic variety.) Historical background

Existentialism has both philosophical and experiential roots.
With respect to philosophy, naturalism had left man without
God, and the radical individualism and autonomy endorsed by
modernistic thinking had left individuals standing alone. With
respect to life’s experience, technology had made us just
another part of the machine; either be efficient or get out of
the way, was the modernistic attitude. In addition, some by-
products of technology such as pollution and the atomic bomb
made  life  riskier.  Then  came  two  devastating  World  Wars
conducted on the doorsteps of Europeans. The result was that



man was thought to be in all alone and in danger. These
factors provided the setting for a philosophy of despair.
Described

Despair is at the foundation of existentialism. We are said to
live in “a ‘broken world,’ an ‘ambiguous world,’ a ‘dislocated
world,’ a world into which we are ‘thrown’ and ‘condemned’ yet
‘abandoned’  and  ‘free,’  a  world  which  appears  to  be
indifferent or even ‘absurd.'”{19} Existentialists refused to
accept  the  solutions  coming  from  reason  or  nation  or
tradition. They saw that the usual means of happiness failed
people, means such as money, physical pleasure, and fame. Of
course, atheistic existentialists refused to look to God. God
was dead, not only in the halls of philosophy, but also in the
city streets, and man was left on his own.

The real problem, they thought, was a false understanding of
the  human  condition  itself  which  kept  people  from  true
happiness. We are alone in a vast and scary universe that
doesn’t  care  a  whit  about  us.  This  realization  produces
anguish, an interplay between a sense of dread on one hand and
the exhilaration of complete freedom on the other. We don’t
know why we exist or what our destiny is; we aren’t told where
we come from or given the value of anything. It is all up to
us–to me–to decide. Even though I can have no confidence that
the universe will suit itself to my ideas and desires, I must
do something–I must act. I am condemned to make of myself
whatever I can. And to be authentic I must be true to myself
and my own chosen values above all.

Existentialism, then, is first of all a theory of value. It
focuses on the human condition and what makes for a good life.
This has made it popular with many who are sensitive to the
plight of humanity living in a very impersonal world.

Existentialism proved to be very attractive in this country in
the ’60s. It gave individuals the “freedom” to toss aside
convention and tradition and make their own rules. We see



traces of it in the prevalent notion that we, individually,
are the final authorities for value in our own lives, in our
emphasis on experience over reason, in our live-for-the moment
attitude.

The theme of turning one’s back on traditional morality in
favor of determining one’s own life was seen in the movie
Pleasantville,  the  story  of  two  young  people  who  are
transported into the world of Pleasantville, a black and white
TV show. Their lives only turn into color when they begin to
express their sexuality. The girl eventually finds herself in
the healthy area of academics, but this is a choice she alone
makes; she is in charge of her own existence. Contrasted with
Christian Theism

The  contrasts  between  atheistic  existentialism  and
Christianity are obvious. The Bible teaches that we do know
where  we  came  from;  the  universe  isn’t  just  some  vast
wasteland but the setting in which the true and living God is
working out His plans of which we are part. We do have a
source for truth, morality, and values which stands above us.
We do (or can) know where we’re going. On the other hand,
however, while we do have significant freedom, we don’t have
absolute freedom to make of ourselves what we will. Neither
are we all alone; we have the resources of God to experience
rich and meaningful lives.

There’s nothing wrong with taking note of our predicament,
with noting the dangers to life, and with being resolved to
stand  firm  in  the  face  of  a  seemingly  absurd  world.  The
problems come with believing we are all alone, and that the
burden of our lives rests upon us. God has taken on the burden
of  our  present  and  future  lives.  We  aren’t  on  our  own.
Internal Weaknesses

There are internal problems with existentialism as well. For
one thing, one wonders why we should even care if we are in
the condition existentialists say we are. Why care about being



authentic, about operating in good faith, as we create our own
existence? Why bother about bothering at all? Why not just
eat, drink and be merry? Regarding standards of value, how can
one avoid the notion that there are some values that everyone
should accept, universal standards of good and evil, beauty
and ugliness? We can’t help believing some things are worth
preserving while others are unworthy of our efforts.

With existentialism there is no basis for judging actions or
for  making  the  major  decisions  of  life  beyond  the  simple
affirmation, “I choose it.”

Is that enough?

Postmodernism
It is rather easy for us to consider the worldviews already
discussed from a distance. Probably few who read this article
are deists or nihilists or even existentialists. These can be
safely tucked away in the cupboard of tried and forgotten
worldviews by most of us (even though many of us can find
elements of one or another in our own thinking). The situation
is quite different with respect to postmodernism, the last
worldview  we’ll  consider,  because  it  describes  the  basic
mindset of turn-of-the-century Western mankind. We are all
immersed in the sea of postmodernism whether we know it or
not,  and  its  presuppositions  are  rooted  so  deeply  in  our
thinking  that  even  those  who  are  Christians  often  reveal
postmodern attitudes. Described

What is postmodernism, anyway? In the 1970s, Jean-François
Lyotard presented “a report on knowledge in the most highly
developed societies” to the Council on Universities of the
government  of  Quebec.  This  report  was  published  as  The
Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge.{20} This book, a
standard text in understanding postmodernism, gives a clue as
to  the  nature  of  this  worldview  in  its  very  title.
Postmodernism  isn’t  really  a  philosophy,  for  philosophy



traditionally has been a tool used to understand the reality
in which we live. Postmodernists believe that can’t be done.
So  postmodernism  is  more  a  condition  or  mood  than  a
philosophy.  In  short,  postmodernism  is  a  reaction  against
Enlightenment rationalism. But it’s also an era, a historical
time period which began somewhere between the late 19th and
late 20th centuries.{21} In this article we’ll concentrate on
postmodernism  as  a  mood  rather  than  as  a  time  period.
Historical  Background

By “Enlightenment rationalism” we’re referring to the ideal of
knowledge which was developed in the 17th and 18th centuries
in Europe. It formed the intellectual basis of what we call
modernity. Two issues were important in the Enlightenment:
criticism  and  power  (criticism  referring  here  to  close
analysis). The object was, as one writer says, to free people
from  “myth,  superstition  and  enthralled  enchantment  to
mysterious  powers  and  forces  of  nature.”{22}  Truth  wasn’t
found through revelation but through scientific investigation
and reason. Knowledge now had to be dispassionate, objective,
and certain. Everything now had to conform to the rules of
computation and utility; it had to be measurable, and it had
to be functional. Reason was in effect reduced to one kind of
reason, that of mathematics or scientific precision.{23}

Postmodernists  believe  that  when  knowledge  was  reduced  to
computation, something was lost.

There were several problems with Enlightenment rationalism.
First,  newfound  knowledge  gained  through  science  and  the
resulting development of technology led people to think that
man could solve the major difficulties of life without any
transcendent help. It was found, however, that reason didn’t
have the potency it was thought to have. With all our learning
and technology, we still didn’t have the power we desired over
our lives. Natural disasters and major wars such as the two
World Wars in this century made people realize that we aren’t
able to fix everything that ailed us simply through reason.



These and other factors such as new mysteries discovered by
science served to undermine our ability to really know what is
true. In fact, postmodernists veer away from the classical
understanding  of  truth,  that  is,  the  correspondence  of
propositions  with  external  reality.  Some  very  influential
postmodernists  now  espouse  pragmatism,  the  belief  that
workability  is  all  that  can  be  hoped  for.  This,  I  would
venture to say, is how many if not most Americans think today.

Another postmodern characteristic regarding truth is this. In
keeping with its rejection of the individualistic attitude
characteristic of modernism, postmodernism holds that truth
isn’t found in the workings of the individual mind, but in the
group. As one writer noted, “Truth consists in the ground
rules that facilitate personal well-being in community and the
well-being of the community as a whole.”{24} Our thinking like
all other aspects of our being is shaped by our community.{25}
Politically and sociologically this means, for example, that
the individual is expected to conform in his or her thinking
to that of the larger group.

Still  another  problem  which  resulted  from  the  secularized
nature of knowledge and from the loss of confidence in knowing
truth in general was the loss of the knowledge of ultimate
truths. There can be no “totalising metanarratives,” that is,
no big stories or explanations of the way things are which
encompass  everything.  This  can  be  both  liberating  and
frightening: liberating in the sense that one needn’t feel
bound by any system of thought; frightening in the sense that
we are in the dark about what is true. This is a bit like
eating in a cafeteria where one can choose from a variety of
foods without having any confidence in the nourishing value of
any of it.

A  second  problem  with  Enlightenment  rationalism  was  the
separation of fact from value. The mathematical mindset of
Enlightenment didn’t permit the intrusion of judgments about
value; that was something separate. What grounds were left,



then, upon which to make judgments? Thus the ethical dilemma
of postmodernism: How does one make judgments without having
any  grounds  for  judgment?{26}  One  writer  argues  that  the
Holocaust itself was a model of Enlightenment thinking. “In
the world of the death camps,” says author Thomas Docherty,
“everything was rationalized.” There was the desire to master
nature seen in determining which races and kinds of people
should  survive  and  which  shouldn’t.  The  process  was  very
orderly and efficient. The tools of technology, also, were
used efficiently to advance the Nazi cause.{27} They even used
reason as their greatest ally in accomplishing their goals.
Thus, the ideals of Enlightenment rationalism could be put to
fundamentally evil purposes.

Third, with the secularization of reason in the Enlightenment
there developed a growing pessimism about the future. With no
transcendent Being to consult, who was to know where history
was going? And who was to say whether the direction being
taken was truly progress? “No longer do we know with any
certainty  the  point  towards  which  history  is  supposedly
progressing,” says Docherty. “Humanity has embarked upon a
secular movement whose teleology is uncertain.”{28}

Postmodernism, then, leaves us without knowledge of ultimate
truths, with no basis for value judgement, and with no basis
for confidence in the future. In general, then, the postmodern
mood is pessimistic. How, then, do we know what we should
believe and do? With no knowledge of why we’re here or where
we’re going to guide us, and no grounds for determining value
coming from some transcendent source, people have grown to
believe that we must simply choose for ourselves what will be
true for us. The will is now introduced into knowledge.{29}
The questions postmodernists ask are: “What do I choose to
believe?” and “What do I choose to do?”

The postmodern mindset has shown itself in several areas of
life. One is a change in understanding language. Language is
now thought to be socially constructed; it conveys what the



group  says  it  does.  Literature,  then,  is  understood  as
reflecting the biases of a writer and his cultural group: the
writer was obviously saying what would benefit himself or his
group. It’s up to the reader, then to deconstruct the text to
find  the  real  meaning.  Since  the  writer  is  trying  to
perpetuate  his  will  on  the  reader,  the  reader  adopts  a
suspicious mindset and looks for political demons behind every
tree. Since the meaning of a text is determined by the reader,
a text can have as many interpretations as readers.

In art, there was a move to the abstract, because it was
thought that we couldn’t accurately represent the essence of
whatever the object is being painted, for instance. Those
things which couldn’t be represented accurately had to be
presented abstractly. Also, since there are no rules anymore
in general, there are none which define or delimit good art.
The artist discovers what she’s doing as she does it.

Architecture was one of the first areas in which postmodernism
showed its face. With the demise of a modernism which always
looked to the future, and, again, the loss of any rules,
architecture  moved  from  a  functionalistic,  forward-looking
style to an eclectic style. Old buildings are restored, since
the past can be appreciated, too. Several different styles can
be mixed together. As one writer said, “postmodern design is
historically and stylistically pluralistic.”{30}

Earlier  I  spoke  of  the  fact  that  even  Christians  espouse
postmodern beliefs without realizing it. It is so much a part
of the thinking of young people today that even some in the
church accept without even thinking about it a “true for you
but not for me” mindset. A young woman who taught high school
Sunday School at an evangelical Baptist church in Dallas told
a newspaper reporter that she believed what the Bible taught,
but that it wasn’t necessarily true for everyone.{31} Perhaps
she  doesn’t  understand  the  claims  of  Scripture,  but  more
likely she has fit Christianity into the framework of “my
truth, your truth.” Contrasted with Christian Theism



Although Christians can learn from postmodernists (especially
with  respect  to  the  excesses  of  the  Enlightenment),  it’s
important  to  see  the  fundamental  differences  between
postmodernism and Christianity. Most importantly, we can know
ultimate  reality  because  “it”  is  a  “He”  who  has  revealed
Himself and His will. The result is that we can know truth
even though not the exhaustive truth which the Enlightenment
thought possible. We do have an idea of where history is
going, and we do have a basis for moral judgment.{32} Internal
Weaknesses

Postmodernism cannot long survive. Besides being devoid of
anything upon which to build a philosophy of life, it also
reveals internal problems. While we might like to take an
aesthetic approach to truth–in other words, judge by style
rather than by substance–we want others to treat us in keeping
with  universal  canons  of  truth  and  morality.  Also,  it  is
impossible, we now know, to make a clean break between fact
and value. Even the most precise and objective scientists must
make value decisions with respect to the very work they do. In
other words, one project must be chosen over others, and such
choices  reflect  certain  values.  Furthermore,  postmodernism
strips us of all stability beyond what our immediate culture
can  give  us.  But  since  even  a  cultural  group  can’t  know
ultimate truth but can only choose its values based on a
pragmatic viewpoint, there is ultimately no stability in one’s
cultural group either.

As I’ve noted, postmodernism is a mood rather than a full-
fledged worldview. Something must fill the vacuum created by
the demise of modernism. This is what excites some Christian
thinkers. For now the door blocking out the supernatural has
been  thrown  open,  providing  an  avenue  for  Christians  to
announce the good news that in Christ is found truth, value,
and hope for the future, indeed, for all the human race.
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Where Did “I” Go? The Loss of
Self in Postmodern Times
One of the problems with postmodern thought is the loss of
personal identity. Rick Wade analyzes the situation and offers
biblical remedies for our postmodern malaise.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Who are you, anyway? Do you have an identity? What constitutes
your identity? Who your parents are? Where you were born? What
you do for a living?

Christians will rightly locate their identity ultimately in
the God who created us in His image. We are His creation made
for  His  purposes  and  glory.  But  are  we  important  as
individuals before God? Are we just a small part of the mass
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of humanity? Or are we unique individual selves with some
characteristics shared by all people but also with a set of
characteristics unique to ourselves?

According to the mindset overtaking the Western world called
postmodernism, you arent really a self at all. You have no
unique identity that is identifiable from birth to death;
theres no real “you” which remains constant throughout all of
lifes changes.

In a previous article my colleague, Don Closson, explored the
views  of  human  nature  held  by  theists,  pantheists,  and
naturalists. In this article I want to examine the postmodern
view of human nature and consider a possible direction for a
Christian response.

Postmodernism: The End of Modernism
What  is  postmodernism?  It  is  generally  acknowledged  that
postmodernism  isnt  a  philosophy  as  we  typically  think  of
philosophies. It isnt a single, well thought out philosophical
system which seeks to define and answer the big questions of
life. Postmodernism is more of a report on the mindset of
Western culture in the latter half of the twentieth century.
Some call it a mood. We might say it is a report on the
failures of modernism along with a hodgepodge of suggestions
for a new direction of thought and life.

Modernism is the name given to a way of thinking born in the
Enlightenment era. It was a very optimistic outlook buoyed up
by the successes of the sciences which produced some truly
wonderful technology. We could understand ourselves and our
world, and working together we could fix what was broken in
nature and in human life.

Unfortunately  the  chickens  have  come  home  to  roost;  weve
discovered  that  our  optimism  was  misguided.  We  obviously
haven’t fixed all our problems, and the more we learn, the
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more we realize how little we know. Reason hasn’t lived up to
its Enlightenment reputation.

Not  only  have  we  not  been  able  to  fix  everything,  the
technology we do have has had some bad side effects. For
example,  the  mobility  which  has  resulted  from  modern
transportation has removed us from stable communities which
provided standards of conduct, protection, and a sense of
continuity between ones home, work, and other activities of
life. Add to that the globalization of our lives which brings
us into contact with people from many different backgrounds
with many different beliefs and ways of life, and we can see
why we struggle to maintain some continuity in our own lives.
We feel ourselves becoming fractured as we run this way and
that; and at each destination we encounter different sets of
values and expectations. As theologian Anthony Thiselton says,
the resulting “loss of stability, loss of stable identity, and
loss  of  confidence  in  global  norms  or  goals  breed  deep
uncertainty, insecurity, and anxiety.”{1} We no longer take
our cues from tradition or from our own inner “gyroscope”–an
internalized set of values which guides our lives. Rather we
are “other-directed.” We take our cues from other people who
are supposedly “in the know” and can tell us what we are
supposed to do and be in each different compartment of our
lives. We find ourselves “eager to conform, yet always in some
doubt as to what exactly it [is] that [we are] to conform
to.”{2} We are “at home everywhere and nowhere, capable of a
superficial intimacy with and response to everyone.”{3}

All this produces in us a sense of constantly being in flux.
The debate over which was fundamental in our universe–change
or stability–occupied the thought of Greek philosophers long
before Christ. This debate continues in our day. In fact, one
writer noted that “postmodernism can be viewed as a debate
about reality.”{4} The search in modern times to find what is
really  real–what  is  true  and  stable–has  given  way.  In
postmodern times, change is fundamental; flux is normal.



In all of this we seem to lose our sense of identity. In fact,
as we will see, avant garde postmodern thinkers say we have no
self at all.

Basic Issues: Truth, Language, and Power
I noted earlier that postmodernism is more a report on the
failures of modernism than a philosophy itself. One of the key
issues which divides the two eras is that of truth. Whereas
modernism was quite optimistic about our ability to know truth
not only about ourselves and our world but also about how to
make life better, postmodernism says we cant really know truth
at all. To mention one way our lack of confidence in reason to
get at truth shows itself, consider how often disputes are
settled with name- calling or a resort to the ever ready
“Well, that’s your opinion,” as if that settles the issue, or
even  to  force.  As  one  scholar  noted,  “Argument  becomes
transposed  into  rhetoric.  Rhetoric  then  comes  to  rely  on
force, seduction, or manipulation.”{5}

Since  we  cant  really  know  truth¾if  there  is  truth  to  be
known¾we can’t answer questions about ultimate reality. There
is no one “story,” as it’s called, which explains everything.
So, for example, the message of the Bible cannot be taken as
true because it purports to give final answers for the nature
of God, man, and the world. In the jargon of postmodernism, it
is  a  metanarrative,  a  story  covering  all  stories.  Any
metanarrative is rejected out of hand. We simply cant have
that kind of knowledge according to postmodernists.{6}

One of the basic problems in knowing truth is the problem of
language.  Knowledge  is  mediated  by  language,  but
postmodernists believe that language can’t adequately relate
truth. Why? Because there is a disjunction between our words
and  the  realities  they  purport  to  reflect.  Words  don’t
accurately represent objective reality, it is thought; they
are just human conventions. But if language is what we use to
convey ideas, and words don’t accurately reflect objective



reality, then we can’t know objective reality. What we do with
words is not to reflect reality, but rather to create it. This
is called constructivism,{7} the power to construct reality
with our words.

What this means for human nature in particular is that we cant
really make universal statements about human beings. We can’t
know if there is such a thing as human nature. Those who hold
to constructivism say that there is no human nature per se; we
are what we say we are.

There is a second problem with language. Postmodernists are
very sensitive to what they call the will-to-power. People
exercise power and control over others, and language is one
tool used for doing so.{8} For instance, we define roles for
people, we make claims about God and what He requires of us,
and so forth. In doing so, we define expectations and limits.
Thus, with our words we control people.

As a result of this idea about language and its power to
control, postmodernists are almost by definition suspicious.
What people say and even more so what they write is suspected
of being a tool for control over others.

What does this mean for human nature? It means that if we try
to define human nature, we are seen as attempting to exercise
control over people. As one person said, to make a person a
subject–a  topic  of  study  and  analysis–is  to  subject  that
person; in other words, to put him in a box and define his
limits.

Thus,  human  nature  cant  be  defined,  so  for  all  practical
purposes there is no human nature. There is more, though. Not
only is there no human nature generally, but there are no
individual selves either.



Postmodernism and the Self
Lets look more closely at the postmodern view of the self.

Writer Walter Truett Anderson gives four terms postmodernists
use to speak of the self which address the issues of change
and  multiple  identities.  The  first  is  multiphrenia.  This
refers to the many different voices in our culture telling us
who we are and what we are. As Kenneth Gergen, a professor of
psychology, says, “For everything that we ‘know to be true’
about ourselves, other voices within respond with doubt and
even  derision.”{9}  Our  lives  are  multi-dimensional.  The
various  relationships  we  have  in  our  lives  pull  us  in
different directions. We play “such a variety of roles that
the  very  concept  of  an  ‘authentic  self’  with  knowable
characteristics recedes from view.”{10} And these roles neednt
overlap or be congruent in any significant way. As Anderson
says, “In the postmodern world, you just dont get to be a
single and consistent somebody.”{11}

The second term used is protean. The protean self is capable
of changing constantly to suit the present circumstances. “It
may include changing political opinions and sexual behavior,
changing ideas and ways of expressing them, changing ways of
organizing ones life.”{12} Some see this as the process of
finding one’s true self. But others see it as a manifestation
of the idea that there is no true, stable self.{13}

Thirdly, Anderson speaks of the de-centered self. This term
focuses on the belief that there is no self at all. The self
is constantly redefined, constantly undergoing change. As one
philosopher  taught,  “The  subject  is  not  the  speaker  of
language but its creation.”{14} Thus, there is no enduring
“I”. We are what we are described to be.

Anderson’s fourth term is self-in-relation. This concept is
often encountered in feminist studies. It simply means that we
live our lives not as islands unto ourselves but in relation



to  people  and  to  certain  cultural  contexts.  To  rightly
understand ourselves we must understand the contexts of our
lives.{15}

If we put these four terms together, we have the image of a
person who has no center, but who is drawn in many directions
and is constantly changing and being defined externally by the
various relations he or she has with others. All these ideas
clearly go in a different direction than that taken by modern
society. It was formerly believed that our goal should be to
achieve wholeness, to find the integrated self, to pull all
the seemingly different parts of ourselves together into one
cohesive  whole.  Postmodernism  says  no;  that  can’t  happen
because we aren’t by nature one cohesive self.

So there is no “I”, no inner self to wrestle with all these
different roles and determine which I will accept and which I
won’t and, ultimately, who I really am. How, then, do changes
come about? Who decides what I am like or who I am? According
to postmodern thought, we are shaped by outside forces. We are
socially constructed.

The Socially Constructed Life
What does it mean to be socially constructed? It means simply
that one’s society’s values, languages, arts, entertainment,
all that we grow up surrounded by, define who we are. We do
not  have  fixed  identities  which  are  separable  from  our
surroundings and which remain the same even though certain
characteristics and circumstances may change.

It was once believed that what we do externally reflects what
we are on the inside. But if there is no “inside,” we must
rely on that which is outside to define us. We are products of
external forces over which we have varying levels of control.
The suspicious postmodernist sees us as having little control
at all over the forces impinging upon us.



Thus, we are created from the outside in, rather than from the
inside  out.  If  in  traditional  societies  one’s  status  was
determined by one’s role, and in modern societies one’s status
was determined by achievement, in postmodern times ones status
is determined by fashion or style.{16} As styles change, we
must  change  with  them  or  be  left  with  our  identity  in
question. It’s one thing to want to fit in with one’s peers.
It’s another altogether to believe that ones true identity is
bound up with the fashions of the day. But that’s life in the
postmodern world.

Being bound up with the fashions of the day, however, means
that  there  is  no  eternal  context  for  our  lives.  We  are
“historically situated.”{17} That means that our lives can
only be understood in the context of the present historical
moment. All that matters is now. What I was yesterday is
irrelevant; what I will be tomorrow is open.

Let’s sum up our discussion to this point. In postmodern times
there is no confidence in our ability to know truth. There is
no metanarrative which serves to define and give a context to
everything. Change is fundamental, and changes come often and
do not always form a coherent pattern. There is no real human
nature, nor are there real selves; there is no real “me” that
is  identifiable  throughout  my  life.  Whatever  I  am,  I  am
because I have been “created”, so to speak, by outside forces.
One of the most potent forces is language with its ability to
define and control. My life is like a story or text which is
being written and rewritten constantly. How I am defined is
what I am. What I am today is means nothing for tomorrow. To
empower myself, I must take charge of defining myself, of
writing my own story my way, not letting others write it for
me.

But for many postmodernists this isn’t really an individual
exercise at all. I am a part of a group, and I’m expected to
remain a part of my group and be defined in keeping with my
group. Furthermore, no one outside the group is permitted to



participate in the defining process. So, for example, men have
nothing to say to women about how they are to act or what
roles they are to fill.

Results
The bottom line in all this is what you already know. Life in
the postmodern world is one of instability. To quote Thiselton
again, the losses of stability and identity and confidence
“breed deep uncertainty, insecurity and anxiety. . . . [T]he
postmodern self lives daily with fragmentation, indeterminacy,
and  intense  distrust”  of  all  claims  to  ultimate  truth  or
universal moral standards. This results in defensiveness and
“an  increasing  preoccupation  with  self-protection,  self-
interest, and desire for power and the recovery of control.
The postmodern self is thus predisposed to assume a stance of
readiness for conflict.”{18} Our fragmentation, our lack of an
internal  “gyroscope”  to  give  direction  and  balance,  the
pressures  of  external  forces  to  conform,  the  lack  of
continuity in our lives, together work to strip us of a sense
of who we are, or that we are a single somebody at all.

Some  people  might  despair  over  this.  But  many  believe  we
should embrace this rather than fight it. If we aren’t happy
with our own individual “story”, we should rewrite it. We need
to simply accept our inner multiplicity and devise a story
that accounts for it. “If meaning is constructed in language,”
says one writer, we must learn to tell “better, richer, more
spacious stories” about our lives.{19}

But if the forces surrounding us are so strong, how shall we
stand against them? If we find ourselves resisting others who
try to define us or set standards for us, indicating that we
believe they’re strong enough to have an influence over us,
how are we ever going to be able to avoid being a pawn for
those who are more powerful? How can we avoid get sucked up
into “group- think”, where we’re always expected to toe the
party line? What happens to our own individuality? Is there no



place for our individual unique sets of gifts and abilities,
needs and desires, loves and concerns?

Consider also the potential for loss for the individual in
favor of the group. What if the group’s standards or goals
diminish the individuals in the group? Prof. Ed Veith has
spoken of the similarities between this mentality and that of
Fascism with its suppression of the individual in favor of the
group. With or without realizing it, postmodernists aren’t
establishing a basis for empowering the oppressed, but are
“resurrecting ways of thinking that gave us world war and the
Holocaust.”{20} Veith quotes writer David Hirsch who said,
“Purveyors of postmodern ideologies must consider whether it
is possible to diminish human beings in theory, without, at
the same time, making individual human lives worthless in the
real world.”{21}

A Christian Response
Is there an answer in Christ for the fragmented, suspicious,
“non-selves” of the postmodern world?

In this writer’s opinion, it is simple common sense that we
are  individual  selves  with  an  identity  which  we  carry
throughout  our  years  despite  the  various  changes  we
experience. “I” can be held accountable for the things “I” did
five years ago. The individual brought to the witness stand is
believed to be the same “self” who witnessed the particular
events in the past. The worker is promised a pension when she
retires with the understanding that the retiree will be the
same  self  as  the  one  who  worked  for  many  years.{22}
Furthermore, we know that we have a set of abilities, great or
small, that are our own and that we can use for good or for
ill. We naturally resent being molded in the image of other
people and prevented from expressing our own true nature.

Does Christ have anything to say to the postmodern individual
who cant shake the common sense view that he is the same



person today that he was yesterday? Or to the person who wants
to affirm or regain her own identity and chart a course for
life that she as an individual can experience and learn from
and within which to develop as an individual self?

Indeed He does. The call of God in Christ is to individuals
within the larger story of God’s work in this world.{23} For
one thing, having been created by Him we see ourselves as ones
who can be addressed as Jeremiah was with the news that God
knew him before he was born. It was the same Jeremiah being
formed in his mothers womb to whom God spoke as an adult (Jer.
1:5).  Furthermore,  in  Christ  we  recognize  ourselves  as
responsible  individuals  who  must  give  an  account  for  our
actions without pointing the finger of blame at “society”
(Rev. 20:12).

In Christ we can acknowledge that we are shaped to a great
extent  by  our  surroundings,  and  that  we  are  historically
situated  to  an  extent.  But  we  aren’t  trapped.  Redemption
“promises  deliverance  from  all  the  cause-effect  chains  of
forces which hold the self to its past.”{24}

There is more. In Christ the suspicion which marks postmodern
man  who  is  ever  on  guard  against  being  redefined  and
controlled by others dissolves into a love which gives itself
to the interests of God and other men.{25} The will-to-power
of postmodern man which is self-defeating gives way to the
will-to-love which reaches out to build up rather than to
control.{26} We can indeed find common ground with people of
other groups. “The cross of Christ in principle shatters the
boundaries and conflicts between Jew and Gentile, female and
male, free person and slave” (Gal. 3:28).{27} Recognizing our
relative historical situatedness should help us to understand
the  importance  of  the  local  church  as  the  social  context
within which barriers are destroyed.{28} In Christ, then, we
have love rather than conflict, service rather than power,
trust rather than suspicion.{29}



In Christ we recognize that sometimes life seems chaotic, that
there are places of darkness in which we feel overwhelmed by
outside forces that dont behave the way we think they should.
Consider  the  experiences  of  Job  and  of  the  writer  of
Ecclesiastes. But we are called to “set our minds on things
above” (Col. 3:2), to put our confidence in “the fear of the
Lord” (Prov. 9:10; Job. 28:28; Eccl. 12:13) rather than give
in to despair or try to find a solution in simply rewriting
our story with our own set of preferred “realities.”{30}

Thiselton emphasizes the importance of the resurrection for
postmodern man. “The resurrection holds out the promise of
hope from beyond the boundaries of the historical situatedness
of the postmodern self in its predicament of constraint.”.{31}
In  addition,  “Promise  beckons  ‘from  ahead’  to  invite  the
postmodern  self  to  discover  a  reconstituted  identity.”  It
“constitutes ‘a sure and steadfast anchor’ (Heb. 6:19) which
re-centres the self. It bestows on the self an identity of
worth and provides purposive meaning for the present.” The
work of Christ promises a restoration of the individual self
which will “once again [come] to bear fully the image of God
in Christ (Heb. 1:3; Gen. 1:26) as a self defined by giving
and receiving, by loving and being loved unconditionally.”{32}
As Steven Sandage writes, “The core absolute in life is not
change but faith in our unchanging God, the ‘anchor of the
soul’ that reminds us we are strangers longing for a better
country ” (Heb. 6:19; 11:1-16).{33}

The message of hope is the one postmodern men and women need
to hear. That message, delivered two millennia ago, still
speaks  today.  “The  word  of  our  God  stands  forever”  (Isa.
40:8). Some things never change.
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What Do I Say Now?

“True for You, But Not For Me”
Since the church began, objections have been raised to the
faith. They have varied according to the beliefs and mindset
of the day. To be effective in taking a stand for the truth,
Christians  have  had  to  know  the  current  questions  and
objections.  Maybe  youve  heard  some  of  the  more  common
objections today such as “Jesus never claimed to be God,” or,
“What gives you the right to say other peoples morals are
wrong?” Or how about, “That might be true for you, but its not
true for me.” Sometimes these objections are well thought out,
but often they sound more like slogans, catch-phrases the non-
believer has heard but to which he or she probably hasnt given
much thought.

If objections such as these have brought an abrupt end to any
of your conversations because you werent sure how to respond,
a book published last year might be just what you need. The
title is “True For You, But Not For Me”: Deflating the Slogans
That Leave Christians Speechless, and it was written by Paul
Copan,  an  associate  with  Ravi  Zacharias  International
Ministries. Copans goal in this book is to provide responses
for Christians who find themselves stumped by the objections
of critics. To that end he deals with objections in such areas
as knowledge of truth, morality, the uniqueness of Christ, and
the hope of those whove never heard the Gospel.

In this article, Ill pull out a few of these objections and
give brief answers, some from Copan, and some of my own.
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Before doing that, however, I need to make an important point.
If non-believers are doing nothing more than sloganeering by
hurling objections that they really dont understand, rattling
off memorized answers that we dont understand, Christians can
be guilty of the same behavior of our opponents. Even though
the objections might sound recorded, our answers neednt. Thus,
I strongly suggest that you get a copy of Copans book or
obtain some other books on apologetics which will fill in the
gaps left by our discussion.

Relativism
Lets begin with a brief look at the issue of relativism and
what it means for discussions about Christianity.

Relativism shows itself primarily in matters of truth and
morality. When we say that truth is relative, we mean that it
differs  according  to  the  times,  or  to  particular
circumstances, or to differing tastes and interests. It is the
denial  that  objective  truth  exists;  that  is,  truth  that
applies to all people and for all time. Now, most people will
probably agree that there is truth in matters of scientific
fact, but with respect to religion and morality, each person
is said to have his or her own truth. Such things are matters
of opinion at best, and are true only relative to particular
individuals.

The implications of this are enormous. Evangelism, or the
effort to persuade people to believe that the Gospel is true,
is prohibited.{1} The claim to have the truth about a persons
relationship  with  God  is  considered  arrogant  or  elitist.
Tolerance becomes the “cardinal virtue.”{2} The rule seems to
be this: Follow your own heart, and dont interfere with anyone
following his or hers.

These are problems which relativism produces in dealing with
others. But what about our own Christianity? If truth isnt
fixed, maybe I should just drop all this Christian business



when it becomes inconvenient.

Relativism with Respect to Knowledge
Lets consider the objection represented in the title of Copans
book: that is, “Well, that may be true for you, but its not
for me.” Here the non-believer is essentially saying that its
okay for you to adopt Christianity if you choose– that it can
be your truth. But as far as hes concerned, he has not chosen
to believe it– for whatever reasons– so it isnt true for him.

This objection would make better sense if the critic said,
“Christianity is meaningful for you, but it isnt for me.” Or,
“Christianity might work for you, but it doesnt for me.” These
are reasonable objections and invite serious discussion about
the  meaning  of  Christ  for  every  individual  and  how
Christianity “works” in our lives. But the objection voiced is
that Christianity is true for some people, but not for others.
How can that be? Truth is that which is real or statements
about what is really the case. “True for you, but not for me”
can only be a valid idea if truth is relative to persons,
times, circumstances, or places.

The Christian should question the person about this. Does he
believe  that  truth  is  relative?  If  so,  then  hes  actually
undercutting his own claims. You see, the statement, “It may
be true for you, but its not for me,” becomes relative as
well. No statement the person makes can be considered a fixed
truth that everyone– even the relativist– should believe. So,
our first response might be to point out that, based upon his
own relativistic views, anything he says is relative; its
truth-status might change tomorrow. So theres no reason for
anyone to take it seriously.{3}

On  a  deeper  level  we  can  point  out  that  if  theres  no
objective, fixed truth, all meaningful conversation will grind
to a halt. If nothing a person says can be taken as true or
false in the normal sense, the listener wont know if the



speaker really means what he says. What would be the value,
for example, of reading the cautions on a bottle of pills if
the  meaning  and  truth  of  the  words  arent  set?  Trying  to
communicate ideas when truth and meaning fluctuate like the
stock market is like trying to nail Jell-O to a wall. Theres
no  way  to  get  hold  of  any  idea  with  which  to  agree  or
disagree.

The  non-believer  might  object  that  not  all  matters  are
relative, only matters of religion and morality. However, the
burden is on the relativist to prove that matters of religion
and morality are relative, for it isnt obvious that this is
so.  Why  should  these  matters  be  treated  differently  with
respect to truth than others? The fact that one cant debate
morality  on  the  basis  of  evidences  as  one  would,  say,  a
scientific issue doesnt mean that the truth about it cant be
known. More important, however, is the fact that Christianity
in particular is tied very tightly to historical events which
are matters of fact.

Christianity cant be true for one person but not for another.
Either it is true– and all should believe– or it isnt– and it
should be discarded.

Moral Relativism
Lets turn our attention to objections regarding morality. One
objection we hear is similar to one weve already discussed
about truth. Non-believers will say, “Your values might be
right for you, but they arent for me.”{4}

First, we need to understand the historic Christian view of
morality. According to Scripture, morals are grounded in God.
As God is unchanging, so also is His morality. As Paul Copan
notes, such morals are discovered, not invented.{5} They are
objective; they do not come from within you or me, but are
true completely apart from us.



Having abandoned God as the standard for morality and replaced
Him with ourselves, some say there is no objective morality.
When told that a certain individual believed that morality is
a  sham,  Samuel  Johnson  responded,  “Why  sir,  if  he  really
believes there is no distinction between virtue and vice, let
us count our spoons before he leaves.”{6} Johnsons quip doesnt
prove that morals are objective, but it indicates how well
have  to  live  if  they  arent.  If  matters  of  morality  are
relative, how can we trust anything another person says about
moral issues? For example, if a person says that you can trust
him to hold your money for you because he is honest, how do
you know whether what he means by “honest” is what you mean by
it? And how can you be sure he wont decide once he has your
money that honesty isnt such a good policy after all? Such a
situation  would  be  “existentially  (or  practically)
unworkable.”{7}

Paul Copan argues that we know intuitively that some things
are wrong for everyone. Ask the non-believer if torture, slave
labor, and rape are okay for some people. Ask him if there is
a moral distinction between the labors of the late Mother
Teresa and Adolph Hitler. Or press him even further and ask
how he would respond if he were arrested and beaten for no
reason, or if someone pounded his car with a sledgehammer.{8}
Would  he  feel  better  knowing  that  the  perpetrators  found
personal  fulfillment  in  such  activities?  Or  would  he  cry
“Unfair!”?

Some non-believers are willing to concede that within a given
society there must be moral standards in order for people to
live  together  in  peace.  However,  theyll  say,  differences
between cultures are legitimate. Thus, theyll complain, “Who
are you to say another cultures values are wrong?”{9} One
culture has no right to force its morality on another.

But is it true that moral standards are culturally relative?
Or perhaps the better question should be, Is it really likely
that the non-believer believes this himself? You might recall



the  Womens  Conference  in  Beijing  several  years  ago.
Representatives  from  all  over  the  world  gathered  to  plan
strategies  for  gaining  rights  for  women  who  were  being
oppressed.  Could  a  cultural  relativist  support  such  a
conference? Its hard to see how. Cultural relativism leaves a
society  with  its  hands  tied  in  the  face  of  atrocities
committed by people of other cultures. But as we have noted
before, we know intuitively that some things are wrong, not
just  for  me  or  my  culture  but  for  all  peoples  and  all
cultures. To take a firm stand against the immoral acts of
individuals or cultures one needs the foundation of moral
absolutes.

Religious Pluralism
Christians today, especially on college campuses, are free to
believe as they please and practice their Christianity as they
wish . . . as long as they arent foolish enough to actually
say out loud that they believe that Jesus is the only way to
God. Nothing brings on the wrath of non-believers and invites
insults and name- calling like claims for the exclusivity of
Christ.

Religious pluralism is in vogue today. Many people believe
either that religions are truly different but equally valid
since no one really knows the truth about ultimate realities.
Others believe that the adherents of at least all the major
religions are really worshipping the same “Higher Being;” they
just  call  him  (or  it)  by  different  names.  Religions  are
superficially  different,  they  believe,  but  essentially  the
same.

Lets  look  at  a  couple  of  objections  stemming  from  a
pluralistic  mindset.

One  objection  is  that  “Christianity  is  arrogant  and
imperialistic”{10} for presenting itself as the only way. Of
course, Christians can act in an arrogant and imperialistic



manner, and in such cases they deserve to be called down. But
this objection often arises simply as a response to the claim
of exclusivity regardless of the Christians manner. The only
way this claim could be arrogant, however, is if there are
indeed competing religions or philosophies which are equally
valid. So, to make a valid point, the critic needs to prove
that Christianity isnt what it claims to be.

As Copan notes, it can just as easily be the critic who is
arrogant. Pluralists who reinterpret religious beliefs to suit
their pluralism are in effect telling Christians, Muslims,
Hindus, etc., what it is they really believe. Like the king of
Benares who knows that the blind men are really touching an
elephant when they think they are touching a wall or a rope or
something else, the pluralist believes he or she knows what
all  the  adherents  of  the  major  world  religions  dont.  The
pluralist must have a view of truth that others dont. That is
arrogance.{11}

Youve probably heard this objection to the exclusive claims of
Christ: “If you grew up in India, youd be a Hindu.”{12} The
assertion is that we only believe what we do because thats the
way we were brought up. This argument commits what is called
the genetic fallacy. It tries to explain away a belief or idea
based upon its source. But as Copan says, “What if we tell a
Marxist  or  a  conservative  Republican  that  if  he  had  been
raised in Nazi Germany, he would have belonged to the Hitler
Youth? He will probably agree but ask what your point is.”{13}
The  same  argument,  in  fact,  could  be  turned  back  on  the
pluralist to explain his belief in pluralism! Copan quotes
Alvin  Plantinga  who  says,  “Pluralism  isnt  and  hasnt  been
widely popular in the world at large; if the pluralist had
been  born  in  Madagascar,  or  medieval  France,  he  probably
wouldnt have been a pluralist. Does it follow that he shouldnt
be  a  pluralist.  .  .  ?”{14}  The  pluralist,  in  todays
relativistic climate, is just as apt to be going along with
the beliefs of his culture. So why should we believe him?



The Uniqueness of Christ
The idea that Jesus is the only way to God has always been a
stumbling block for non-Christians. Lets consider two specific
objections stemming from this claim.

Even people who have made no commitment to Christ as Lord hold
Him in very high regard. Jesus is usually at or near the top
of lists of the greatest people who ever lived. But as odd as
it seems, people find a way to categorize Jesus so that they
can regard Him as one of the greatest humans ever to have
lived while rejecting His central teachings! Thus, one way to
deflect  the  Christian  message  isnt  so  much  an  outright
rejection of the faith as it is a reduction of it. Thus, a
slogan often heard is “Jesus is just like any other great
religious leader.”{15}

One has to wonder, however, how a man can be considered only a
great religious teacher (or to have a high level of “God-
consciousness”, as some say) who made the kinds of claims
Jesus did, or who did the works that He did. Consider the
claims He made for Himself: that He could forgive sins, that
He would judge the world, that He and the Father are one. None
of  the  other  great  religious  teachers  made  such  claims.
Furthermore, none of the others rose from the dead to give
credence to what He taught.

A favorite objection to arguments for the deity of Christ is
that Jesus never said, “I am God”.{16} But does the fact that
there is no record of Him saying those exact words mean that
He didnt see Himself as such?

What reasons do we have for believing Jesus was divine? Here
are a few.{17} He claimed to have a unique relationship to the
Father (John 20:17). He accepted the title “The Christ, the
Son of the Blessed One” (Mark 14:61-62). He identified Himself
with the Son of Man in Daniels prophecies who was understood
to be the Messiah, the special one sent from God (Matt. 26:64,



Dan. 7:13). He spoke on His own authority as though Gods
commands were His own (Mark 1:27). He claimed to forgive sins
which is something only God can do (Mark 2:1-12). He called
for devotion to Himself, not just to God (Matt. 10:34-39). He
identified Himself with the “I Am” of the Old Testament (John
8:57-59). As Copan notes, “Jesus didnt need to explicitly
assert his divinity because his words and deeds and self-
understanding assumed his divine status.”{18}

If this is so, why didnt Jesus plainly say, “I am God”? There
are several possible reasons. First, He came to minister to
the Jews first. Being so strongly monotheistic, they would
have killed Jesus the first time He referred to Himself as
God. Second, “God” is a term mostly reserved for the Father.
It serves to highlight His authority even over the second
Person  of  the  Trinity.  Third,  Jesus  humanity  was  just  as
important as His deity. To refer to Himself as God would have
caused His deity to overshadow His humanity. Remember that the
Incarnation was a new and strange thing. It was something that
most people had to be eased into. Conclusion

Although  Christians  cant  be  expected  to  have  satisfactory
answers to all the possible objections people can throw our
way, with a little study we can learn some sound responses to
some of the clichéd objections of our day. Phrases little
understood and tossed out in a knee-jerk fashion can still
have a profound influence upon us. We need to recognize them
and defuse them.

If you still think youd like more ammunition, get a copy of
Paul Copans book. Youll be glad you did.
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Churches That Equip
I STILL REMEMBER THE SINKING FEELING IN THE PIT OF MY STOMACH.
I was a university student, a young believer, and my faith in
Christ seemed like a house of cards that had just crumbled.
For awhile, the Christian life that had been so exciting and
joyful became a myth. I felt rootless, adrift, and confused.

One of my fraternity brothers had just asked me some questions
about Christianity that I couldn’t answer. This bothered me
deeply until Bob Prall, a pastor and campus Christian worker,
answered them for me. “Always remember,” he advised as he
finished, “just because you don’t know the answer, doesn’t
mean there is no answer.”

For the next two years I followed him around, watching as he
shared Christ with skeptics, listening to his speeches, and
observing  how  he  dealt  with  non-Christians.  Bob’s  loving,
learned example and teaching helped me sink my spiritual roots
deeply into God’s truth and provided a foundation for three
decades of interaction with unbelievers. I shall always be
grateful to him for equipping me in this way.

Just as Bob helped me, a number of churches across North
America are helping equip their members to answer effectively
questions that non-Christians ask. Maybe their stories will
encourage you.

Conversation and Cuisine
Dennis  McCallum  pastors  Xenos  Christian  Fellowship  in
Columbus,  Ohio.  He  is  keenly  interested  in  reaching
“postmoderns” for Christ, and Xenos members have developed
some successful methods of equipping members for outreach. In
his book, The Death of Truth, McCallum outlines a practical
plan  using  dinner-party  discussion  groups.  “It’s  not
impossible to communicate with postmodern culture,” he claims,
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“it’s just more difficult.” Just as missionaries need to learn
the language and customs and build relationships with those
they seek to reach, so we must understand and befriend today’s
postmoderns.

Xenos’ “Conversation and Cuisine” gathers Christians in a home
with non-Christian friends for food and discussion. Guests are
assured it’s not a church service and that all opinions are
welcome.  Topics  include  “To  judge  or  not  to  judge,”
“Forgiveness in relationships,” “Views of the afterlife,” and
current events.

After dinner the facilitator presents several scenarios for
discussion. For instance, in a session on judging, he might
describe  a  situation  of  racism  in  the  workplace  and  ask
participants to decide “OK” or “bad.” Next the facilitator
tells  of  a  mother  who  chooses  to  leave  her  husband  and
children for another man. The participants also vote. The
point is to create a bit of confusion and help participants
realize that—in contrast to today’s “tolerate all viewpoints”
mindset—they  themselves  sometimes  make  judgments  that  they
feel are entirely appropriate.

This  dialogue  can  lead  to  discussions  of,  for  instance,
Hitler’s Germany. Was killing Jews merely a cultural tradition
that should be respected?

The aim is not to preach, but gently to lead non-Christians to
rethink their presuppositions. Sessions don’t always include a
gospel  presentation.  They  may  be  “pre-evangelistic”—helping
unbelievers reconsider their own relativism, appreciate that
some universal or absolute truths might be necessary, and
realize that Christians may have some answers. Church members
can  then  continue  the  relationships  and  share  Christ  as
appropriate. “Once people’s thinking has been thawed—or even
shocked—out of their totalistic postmodern pattern,” claims
McCallum, “they will have a new receptiveness to the gospel.”



Xenos is also committed to grounding youth in God’s Word. Its
curriculum uses age-appropriate games, stories, and study to
help grade-school through university students understand and
explain God’s truth. High school home meetings designed for
secular audiences involve adult-student team teaching: kids
reaching kids. Campus Bible studies reach Ohio State students.

Kellie Carter’s New Age background could not save her mom from
breast  cancer.  Disillusioned  with  God  after  her  mother’s
death, Kellie sought answers in crystal healing, astrology,
and meditation. Then a friend invited her to a Xenos campus
Bible study, where she debated Christianity with attendees.

“The  amazing  thing  here  was  that  I  was  getting  answers,”
Kellie recalls. “These people knew what they believed and why.
I  wanted  that.”  Scientific  and  historical  evidences  for
Christianity prompted her to trust Christ as Savior.

Kellie later invited Jeremy (“Germ”) Gedert to a Xenos meeting
about anger, a problem he recognized he had. Subsequent Bible
studies on fulfilled prophecy pointed Germ to faith in Christ.
Now  Germ  claims  God  has  given  him  “great  relationships,
controlled temper, and a real vision for my life with Christ”
plus  “an  awesome  wife  (named  Kellie  Gedert).”  Equipped
students are reaching students.

Xenos offers courses, conferences, papers, and books to help
Christians understand and communicate the gospel in modern
culture.  For  information  visit  their  web  site  at
www.xenos.org.

Spreading the Passion
When George Haraksin became a Christian while studying at
California State University Fullerton, he switched his major
to  comparative  religions  so  he  could  investigate
Christianity’s truth claims. Through his involvement in New
Song Church in nearby San Dimas, he found his biblical and
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apologetic  knowledge  strengthened  and  was  able  to  teach
classes on New Age thinking. Study in philosophy and ethics at
Talbot Seminary fanned his passion for communicating biblical
truth, which Haraksin now spreads as New Song’s Pastor of
Teaching and Equipping.

“Ephesians tells us to equip the church,” he notes. “People
learn on three levels: a classroom level, a relational level,
and at home.” He and his co-workers seek to use all three
levels to help prepare members to be ready to answer questions
non-Christians ask.

New Song’s leaders integrate equipping the saints into their
regular  gatherings.  Some  sermons  handle  apologetic  themes.
Weeknight classes cover such topics as “Evangelism and the
Postmodern Mindset.” Monthly men’s breakfasts may deal with
“Evidences for the Resurrection” or “Is Jesus the Only Way?”
New  Song  has  also  invited  faculty  from  the  International
School of Theology to teach courses on “Developing a Christian
World View” and other theological topics.

“I’m trying to find people within the church who have that
sort of passion (for apologetics) and gifts for teaching,”
Haraksin explains. “As I identify them, I’m trying to come
alongside them, develop that passion, and develop them as
leaders.”

If people have questions about science and Christianity, he
wants to be able to refer them to a member with that specialty
who can help them. He’s setting up an apologetics network at
the local church level.

New Song member Jeff Lampman received a phone call and letter
from a cousin with unusual perspectives on the Bible. “I had
no idea how to respond to him,” Jeff recalls. He showed the
letter  to  Haraksin,  who  recognized  Jehovah’s  Witness
doctrines. When two Jehovah’s Witness members showed up at
Jeff’s door, he invited them to meet with him and Haraksin. “I



was very uncomfortable at first,” Jeff explains, but he grew
in his knowledge of the Bible as he watched Haraksin in action
over the next six months.

The experience “taught me why I believe what I believe,” Jeff
remembers. “Before, if somebody asked me why I believe what I
do, I wouldn’t have a clue as to how to respond to them. Now I
do. George [Haraksin] was a tremendous help. I feel a lot more
confident now and know where to go to get resources to defend
the  faith  effectively.”  He  continues  to  apply  what  he’s
learned as he interacts with skeptical co-workers and helps
equip and encourage other Christians to learn.

Not  everyone  at  New  Song  is  interested  in  apologetics.
Haraksin estimates that about 10 to 20 percent are thirsty
enough to attend weekly meetings if personally encouraged to
do so. Others want answers on a more spontaneous basis when
they  encounter  a  skeptic.  Still  others  have  little  or  no
interest.

“There  is  still  an  anti-intellectualism  in  the  church,”
Haraksin notes. People want to know “Why can’t I just love
God? Why do I need to know all this other stuff?” Society is
on information overload, and some “people don’t want to take
the time to read and study,” which can be frustrating to a
pastor with a burning desire to see people learn.

Haraksin tells of a woman who questioned Jesus’ deity. At
another church she had been told not to ask questions but to
spend time in personal devotions. Haraksin answered some of
her concerns individually and encouraged her to enroll in New
Song’s “Jesus Under Fire” class, which she did. She could ask
questions without fear of causing offense. Soon she became a
solid Christian, committed to the church.

“We’re relational people in a relational culture,” Haraksin
notes. We’re still learning.” This product of his own church’s
equipping ministry is helping to light some fires.



Issues and Answers
Barry Smith is Pastor of Discipleship Ministries at Kendall
Presbyterian Church in Miami. He has a keen desire to see
adults  and  youth  understand  Christianity’s  truth.  Sunday
schools have featured quarters on apologetics and on Christian
ethics. The heart of Kendall’s apologetics emphasis is “Issues
and Answers,” monthly dinner discussions relating faith to the
secular world.

The meetings arose out of conversations between Smith and
hospital chaplain Phil Binie, who had served on the staff of
L’Abri in Switzerland and Holland. (L’Abri is a network of
Christian  study  centers  founded  by  the  late  Dr.  Francis
Schaeffer.) The core group is composed of Kendall members—both
men and women—who are professionals in the community. Leaders
include a Miami Herald editor, a federal judge, a medical
professional, University of Miami professors, an attorney, and
a musician.

Core  members  invite  friends  and  colleagues  to  join  them.
Families,  including  children,  gather  at  a  home  and  enjoy
mealtime  conversation.  After  the  45-minute  dinner,  youth
workers spend time with the children while a group member
guides an hour-long presentation for the adults. Smith led one
on the problem of evil: “If God is good, where did evil come
from?”

Journalistic  ethics  dominated  another  discussion.  A  judge
handled  the  separation  of  church  and  state.  An  English
professor covered “deconstructionism” and literary analysis as
they apply to the Bible, a somewhat perplexing but highly
relevant theme. (Deconstructionism includes a tendency to seek
a  text’s  meaning  not  in  what  the  original  author  likely
intended, but in what readers today want it to say.)

Smith says that at least one person has professed faith in
Christ through a personal search that attending the group



prompted.  All  of  the  non-clergy  members  at  first  felt
uncomfortable sharing their faith outside the church; now all
feel  more  at  ease.  Smith  especially  notes  one  couple  (a
psychology professor and an attorney) who began the program as
young Christians and have experienced dramatic growth as they
have understood how Christianity makes sense in their work
settings.

Smith emphasizes that the “Issues and Answers” format is easy
to  replicate  and  need  not  involve  professional  clergy
leadership. It started informally and at first was not even an
official church ministry. “The idea,” he explains, “was simply
to find people trying to contextualize their Christianity in
the marketplace who could share with us how they do that.”

Scheduling seems the biggest obstacle; professionals’ crowded
calendars can be hard to mesh. But Smith is encouraged by what
the program has accomplished in its two years. He sees a
revival of interest in the works of Francis Schaeffer and
enthusiastically  recommends  them  to  both  believers  and
seekers.

The apostle Peter told believers, “Always be prepared to give
an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the
hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect”
(1 Peter 3:15). Paul wrote that God gives spiritual leaders to
the church “to prepare God’s people for works of service”
(Eph. 4:12). Xenos, New Song, and Kendall churches are taking
those admonitions seriously and are seeing fruit for God’s
kingdom.

This article first appeared in the March/April 1999 issue of
Moody Magazine.

©1999 Rusty Wright. Used by permission. All rights reserved.



The  Breakdown  of  Religious
Knowledge
What constitutes truth? The way we answer that question has
greatly changed since the Middle Ages. Todd Kappelman provides
an overview of three areas in philosophical thought, with
their impact on Western culture: premodernism (the belief that
truth  corresponds  to  reality),  modernism  (the  belief  that
human  reason  is  the  only  way  to  obtain  truth),  and
postmodernism  (the  belief  that  there  is  no  such  thing  as
objective truth).

The Postmodernism Revolution
There is a sense among many people today that the modern era,
both in terms of technical and financial prosperity, as well
as personal spiritual well-being, is over. There appears to be
a  general  malaise  among  many  people  today,  and  a  certain
uneasy feeling that the twentieth-century has entered a new
phase. Additionally, most believe that this new phase is not a
very  good  one.  Many  diverse  new  “communities”  such  as
feminists,  gays,  pro-choice  advocates,  pro-life  advocates,
conservatives,  liberals,  and  various  other  groups,  both
religious and non-religious, make up the global village we now
live in. These various groups are frequently at odds with one
another  and  more  often  than  not  there  is  a  breakdown  in
communication. This breakdown can be attributed to the lack of
a  common  frame  of  reference  in  vocabulary  and,  more
importantly,  in  views  about  what  constitutes  truth.

Most Christians suspect that something is wrong, and though
they know that they should continue to engage the culture,
they are often at a loss when they try to confront people from
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different philosophical worldviews because truth itself has
come under question. The late Francis Schaeffer wrote a small
but extremely important book titled Escape From Reason in
which he outlined the progression of thought from the late
middle ages through the 1960s where the progression culminated
in  the  movement  known  as  existentialism.  In  this  work
Schaeffer noted that the criteria for truth had changed over
the years until man found himself living in an age of non-
reason. This was an age that had actually become hostile to
the very idea of truth and to the concept that truths are
timeless and not subject to change with the latest fashions of
culture.

For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Darwinian
naturalism has been one of the chief philosophical revolutions
that has gripped the world. And, although few at the time had
any idea how much Darwin’s ideas would permeate the culture,
no  one  today  doubts  the  far  reaching  results  of  that
revolution.  The  Christian  church  was  not  ready  for  the
Darwinian revolution, and thus this philosophy was able to
gain a foothold (and later a death grip) on every aspect of
modern life, both in academic and popular circles. For decades
after  the  revolution,  many  church  leaders  thought  it
unimportant to answer Darwin and said little or nothing about
the  new  philosophy.  Most  Christians  were,  therefore,  not
equipped to provide coherent answers and were too late in
entering the debate. The result is that most of our public
schools and universities, and even our political lives, are
dominated  by  the  erroneous  assumption  that  Darwinian
naturalism  is  scientifically  true  and  that  creationism  is
fictitious.

Now, in the late twentieth century, we are in the middle of a
revolution that will likely dwarf Darwinism in its impact on
every  aspect  of  thought  and  culture:  the  revolution  is
postmodernism, and the danger it holds in its most serious
form is that truth, meaning, and objective reality do not



exist, and that all religious beliefs and moral codes are
subjective.  In  every  generation  the  church  has  had  its
particular heresies to deal with, and postmodern relativism is
ours.  Christ  has  called  us  to  proclaim  truth  to  a  dying
generation, and if we fail at this task, the twenty-first
century may be overshadowed by relativism and a contempt for
reason as much as the twentieth century was overshadowed by
Darwinian naturalism.

From the Premodern to the Modern
Historians, philosophers, theologians, sociologists, and many
others use the terms modern, premodern, and postmodern to help
them navigate through large pieces of time and thought. In
order to understand what these very helpful terms are used
for, we will try to understand the premodern period first. The
term  premodern  is  used  to  describe  the  period  before  the
Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The
premodern  period  is  often  referred  to  as  the  precritical
period–a  time  before  the  criteria  of  truth  became  so
stringent. The premodern period ends somewhere between the
invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century and
the high part of the Renaissance in the sixteenth century. The
major thing one should remember is that, with the advent of
new scientific discoveries, the Western world was changing
forever, and this would have far reaching impact on every
aspect of life, especially religion.

Life in the premodern period was dominated by a belief in the
supernatural realm, by a belief in God or gods, and His or
their activity in human and cosmic affairs. The printing press
had not been invented and the truth or falsity of these gods
was  largely  communicated  through  oral  tradition  and  hand-
written texts which were extremely rare and precious. One can
imagine daily or weekly events at which the elders of a tribe
or village would gather and share stories with the younger
members  of  the  tribe.  Typically,  these  stories  contained



important  matters  of  faith  and  history  that  provided  a
structure, or worldview, to help the people make sense of
their world. These tales also included instructions or moral
codes  concerning  the  behavior  that  was  expected  for  the
community to live in peace.

One  of  the  most  interesting  features  about  the  premodern
period is the way in which people decided if the stories that
were  shared  among  them  were  true  or  false.  Imagine  that
someone had just told you that the world was created by a
being that you could not detect with your five senses and that
He had left a written communication about His will for your
life. You would look around at the world that you lived in,
and you would decide if the stories that were told to you
explained  the  world  and  were  reasonably  believable.  This
method  for  determining  truth  is  called  the  correspondence
method of truth. If the story being told corresponds to the
observable phenomenon in the world, then the story is accepted
as  truth.  There  is  also  a  coherence  method  of  truth  in
operation during this period. The coherence theory would add
to  the  correspondence  theory  the  idea  that  all  of  the
individual  stories  told  over  a  period  of  time  should  not
contradict one another. These two forms of determining whether
something is true or not were the primary means of evaluation
for many centuries.

We may look at the premodern period of human history also as
the precritical period, a time before the criteria of truth
was based on the scientific method. The premodern period is
often  characterized  as  backward  and  somewhat  inferior  to
modern society. And, although the premodern period is not a
time period that most of us would want to live in, there is a
certain advantage to having the test for truth based on oral
and written tradition which corresponds to physical reality.
For example, it is easy to see how something such as the
creation stories and the gospel would fare much better in the
premodern period than the modern period.



The Advent of the Modern
We must now leave our discussion of the premodern period and
turn our attention to the beginning of the modern period. Some
see the modern era as beginning in the Renaissance of the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries; others, however, believe it
began with the Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries.

A main tenet of modernism is that human reason, armed with the
scientific method, is the only reliable means of attaining
knowledge about the universe. During the Renaissance men began
to discover the means to harness the powers and resources of
the earth in ever increasing ways. It was a time marked by
invention and discovery that led to what may be termed an
optimistic humanism, or a high confidence in mankind. The
Renaissance was followed by the Enlightenment where better
telescopes and microscopes allowed men to unlock the secrets
of the universe. The unlocking of these secrets led to the
initial impression that the universe, and the human body,
resembled  machines  and  could  be  understood  in  mechanistic
terms.

In the eighteenth century the progress of science accelerated
so rapidly that it appeared as if science would soon be able
to explain everything. Many believed that there were no limits
to the power of human reason operating with the data from
sense  perception.  In  contrast  to  the  truth  of  the  oral
tradition in the premodern era, the modern period accepted as
truth only that which could be proven to be true. Many of the
philosophers and theologians of the modern period sought to
devise a rational religion, a faith that could incorporate all
of the considerations and discoveries of the new science.

The effort of the Enlightenment rationalists to synthesize the
new scientific method with the premodern religious beliefs
soon resulted in a suspicion about the oral and written truth
claims  of  the  Christian  religion.  It  is  easy  to  see  how



doctrines such as the virgin birth, the deity of Christ, and
the resurrection could not be proved using scientific methods.
There  is  no  way  to  repeat  such  historical  events  in  a
laboratory  environment,  and,  therefore,  the  credibility  of
such events began to become suspect.

The  modern  industrial  revolution  yielded  new  labor-saving
inventions  on  a  regular  basis.  These  new  discoveries
substantiated the optimism of the modernists and gave credence
to the belief that science and the scientific method would one
day  yield  a  utopian  society.  It  is  easy  to  see  how  the
optimism of this period became almost intoxicating to many.
The so-called-truths of religion were quickly being cast aside
in favor of the new, and better, truths found by science.
Examples found in advertising may be helpful. A company that
wished to sell a car or a pair of tennis shoes would appeal to
the scientific truths of their product. That is, a company
would attempt to persuade a potential buyer into purchasing
its product based on the fact that it was the best item
obtainable. Add to this scientific furor, the advancement of
Darwinian naturalism, and it is easy to see how religious
claims seemed like quaint, antiquated beliefs for many people.
The modern period culminated in arrogance concerning human
abilities  and  human  reason.  It  proposed  a  world  created
without any assistance from God. The modern period differs
from the premodern in its rejection of the supernatural or the
transcendent  which  is  based  largely  on  the  belief  that
religious truth claims are different than scientific truth
claims. According to many, truth itself had changed.

The End of the Modern and the Advent of
the Postmodern
We have been discussing the changing beliefs about the nature
of truth. There are many things that contributed to the end of
the  modern  period  and  the  demise  of  the  Enlightenment
confidence that had driven Western development for over three



centuries.  The  major  driving  tenet  behind  the  advance  of
modernism was the belief that reality was objective and that
all men could discover the principles of nature and unlock her
secrets.

The  failure  of  the  modern  project  according  to  many
postmodernists was due to the erroneous assumption that there
is such a thing as “objective truth.” Following the Romantic
and Existentialist movements, the postmodernists would build
their  theories  of  reality  on  the  latest  discoveries  in
language,  culture,  psychotherapy,  and  even  cutting-edge
science.  Theories  in  quantum  physics,  radically  different
views  about  cultural  norms,  and  ethnic  differences  all
contributed to the belief that truth claims are much more
relative than the Enlightenment thinkers had believed. Many
believed that science had substantiated relativity.

Modernity  may  be  understood  as  a  time  when  our  best
philosophers, theologians, and scientists attempted to make
sense  out  of  the  world  based  on  the  belief  in  objective
reality. One of the central tenets of the era we live in (the
postmodern period) is that there is no such thing as objective
truth. In fact, the new trend in postmodern thought is to
embrace, affirm, and live with philosophical, theological, and
even  scientific  chaos.  Earlier  we  used  an  example  from
advertising; suggesting that products were marketed based on
their claims to be superior to what a competitor might offer.
If we use this example again, postmodern methodology appeals
more to a person’s feelings than to his or her sense of
factual truth. Cars, tennis shoes, and other products are
marketed based on image. The best car is not necessarily the
one that has been made to the highest standard; rather the
best car is the one that can bolster the image of the driver.

The effects of this type of thinking may be seen in our
contemporary ethical dilemma. While it is true that people
from various ethnic, geographic, and other time periods place
different values on certain behaviors, it cannot be true that



any  behavior  is  acceptable  dependent  only  upon  the
individual’s outlook. The effect of postmodern theories on
Christian truth claims is that the creation accounts found in
Genesis, and the stories about Christ in the gospels have been
reduced  to  one  cultural  group’s  account  of  reality.
Christians, argue many postmodernists, are free to believe
that Christ is God if they like. But their claims cannot not
be exclusive of other people’s beliefs. Truth may be true for
one person and false for another.

Furthermore, Christians are expected to tolerate contradicting
truth claims and to look the other way if certain ethical
behaviors (abortion, homosexuality, etc.) do not suit their
tastes. The current postmodern condition is only in the early
stages of development, not even a half a century old, and yet
its devastating effects have penetrated every aspect of our
lives. Christians largely responded too late to the threats of
Darwinism, and now the destructive effects of that movement
are  evident  to  anyone  in  the  Christian  community.
Postmodernism,  and  its  companion  rampant  philosophical
relativism,  should  be  among  the  foremost  concerns  of  any
Christian who wishes to engage his or her culture and ensure
that the gospel of Christ has a fertile context in which it
can take root and grow in the future.

Responding  to  the  Current  Crises  in
Knowledge
We  have  been  discussing  changing  views  of  truth  and  the
problems these changes pose for Christians as we approach the
twenty-first century. Recently a young woman at the University
of Bucknell in Pennsylvania provided a perfect example of how
modern men are different from their predecessors. This young
woman believed that truth was a matter of how one looked at
things. She, like so many others believed that two people
could  look  at  a  given  situation  or  object  and  arrive  at
different conclusions. While this is true to some degree, it



is not true to the degree that the two truth claims can
logically be contradictions of one another.

When she was pressed on her beliefs concerning reality, the
inconsistencies of her philosophy were evident. She stated
that everything was a matter of opinion or one’s personal
perspective. When asked if this belief extended to physical
reality, she said it did. She said that a person could look at
something in such a way as to alter reality.

The example of the existence or nonexistence of her car was
raised. She said that if she believed that her car was not in
the parking lot and if another person believed that it was, it
could be possible that it actually existed for one person and
not for the other. When one first hears something like this,
it sounds as if the person who maintains this position is
joking, and could not possibly mean for us to take him or her
seriously. However, the sad and frightening truth is that this
individual is very serious.

This young woman is representative of a large part of our
Western  culture,  men  and  women  who  tend  to  think
unsystematically. The result of this way of thinking is that
people often hold ideas that are logically inconsistent and
contradict each other. The result is that persons professing
to be Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, Jews, or even atheists
are given equal degrees of credibility. Truth has become a
function  of  personal  preference,  not  correspondence  to
objective reality.

The  effects  of  this  new  way  of  thinking  are  evident
everywhere.  When  we  attempt  to  speak  to  people  on  any
controversial  issue,  whether  it  is  political,  ethical,  or
religious,  we  invariably  are  confronted  with  different
approaches to truth. Some people accept divine revelation,
some accept science, and others accept no final authority. We
have  moved  from  a  fact-based  criteria  to  a  feeling-based
criteria for truth. The final appeal in many disagreements is



often a statement such as: “That may be true for you, but it
is not true for me.” This is an implicit denial of a common
reality.

Psalm 11:3 asks what the righteous can do if the foundations
have been destroyed. While the threat of postmodern relativism
may be something new, it is not the first time that Christians
have seen a concentrated effort to destroy the foundations of
truth.  The  New  Testament  is  replete  with  admonitions  for
Christians to allow their behavior to speak for them. In John
13:35 we are told that people will know that we belong to
Christ, and that our testimony is true, by the way we love one
another. The premodern, modern, and postmodern tests for truth
all have strengths and weaknesses, but the Scriptures seem to
indicate that it is our behavior towards one another and our
devotion to God, not our ability to prove God’s existence,
that will convince a skeptical postmodern world that hungers
for truth.
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Truth or Tolerance?
There are terrible implications if truth is relative instead
of  absolute.  Tolerance  has  become  the  ultimate  virtue,
especially on university campuses. Scott Scruggs provides a
Christian response to this alarming trend.

If I were to ask you what our culture deemed more valuable,
truth  or  tolerance,  what  would  you  say?  To  emphasize  the
purpose  for  the  question,  consider  the  following  three
illustrations.

Case 1. Recently, I had a conversation with a young man about
Christianity. He listened closely to what I had to say about
how Jesus Christ had saved me from my sin, but immediately
became very defensive when I tried to suggest that he too had
that same need for Christ as his Savior. He explained to me
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that because we live in a pluralistic society, all religions
are equally valid roads to God. “You’re just being too closed-
minded,” he said. “Jesus works for you, just like Buddha works
for someone else. So if you want people to respect what you
have to say, you need to be more tolerant of beliefs unlike
your own.”

Case 2. Last year, a dean at Stanford University began to
pressure evangelical Christian groups on campus to stop the
practice of “proselytizing other students.” Ironically, what
angered the dean was not the content of the message that was
being shared, but the practice of sharing itself. He believes
that in approaching someone with the Gospel, you are implying
that the person’s beliefs are inferior to your own. Such an
implication  is  unacceptable  because  it  is  self-righteous,
biased, and intolerant.

Case  3.  Graduate  student  Jerome  Pinn  checked  into  his
dormitory at the University of Michigan to discover that the
walls of his new room were covered with posters of nude men
and  that  his  new  roommate  was  an  active  homosexual  who
expected to have partners in the room. Pinn approached the
Michigan housing office requesting that he be transferred to
another  room.  Listen  to  Pinn’s  own  description  of  what
followed: “They were outraged by this [request]. They asked me
what was wrong with me–what my problem was. I said that I had
a religious and moral objection to homosexual conduct. They
were  surprised;  they  couldn’t  believe  it.  Finally,  they
assigned me to another room, but they warned me that if I told
anyone  of  the  reason,  I  would  face  university  charges  of
discrimination  on  the  basis  of  sexual  orientation.”{1}  In
their mind, Jerome had no right to a new room because he was
being intolerant.

Notice that in each of these scenarios, Christians are not
accused of “false teaching,” but of “false practice.” The
young  man,  the  dean,  and  the  housing  officials  never
challenged the truth of these moral claims, but the legitimacy



of  making  such  claims  in  the  first  place.{2}  Similar
situations  occur  every  day  in  schools,  universities,  the
media,  the  marketplace,  and  the  halls  of  government.
Consequently, Christians are being silenced, not by superior
ideas, but by our culture’s impeachment of moral absolutes and
inauguration of moral openness.

So  what  are  Christians  to  do?  Are  we  not  called  to  be
confident carriers of the truth of the Gospel? Then how do we
voice our belief that Jesus is the only way without being
intolerant of someone who thinks differently? This is one of
the most difficult dilemmas facing Christians today. In this
essay we will examine the nature of the tolerance revolution
in our culture, expose its strengths and weaknesses, and most
importantly, establish a Christian response to the question of
truth or tolerance.

Tolerance Under a Microscope
On two different occasions, Fellowship Bible Church in Little
Rock,  Arkansas,  sponsored  a  campaign  to  encourage  its
community  to  speak  out  against  the  excessive  amount  of
violence and sexual promiscuity on television, in the movies,
etc. To bolster this drive, they distributed bumper stickers
that read, “Speak Up For Decency.” Within days of the arrival
of these stickers, another bumper sticker appeared that looked
practically identical to the first one, except it read, “Speak
Up For Liberty.” The seriousness of this reaction was nailed
home when I came to a stop light and counted over ten “Speak
Up For Liberty” stickers on the back of the van in front of
me;  it  was  as  if  the  driver  was  protecting  freedom  from
fascism.

After considering the message on each sticker, I found myself
at an impasse. On one hand, I agree that there is too much
indecency on television, yet on the other hand, I believe that
liberty is our nation’s most prized resource. Yet after more
consideration, I came to the conclusion that this was not a



debate over freedom, but a discrepancy over the interpretation
of tolerance.

The American Heritage Dictionary defines tolerance as “the
capacity for or practice of recognizing and respecting the
options, practices, or behavior of others.” First, tolerance
demands recognition, which is a legal imperative. Naturally,
the  Constitution  recognizes  and  protects  the  diversity  of
religious beliefs and practices. Second, it calls for respect,
which is a social imperative. The Declaration of Independence
declares that we are all created equal, indicating that we
need to respect all men, even when there are differences of
opinion.

However, in our culture, tolerance is not being discussed as a
legal or social imperative, but a moral one. In response to a
survey concerning beliefs about God, a sixteen-year-old girl
replied, “In my mind, the only people who are wrong are the
people who will not accept different beliefs as being, well,
acceptable.”{3} This girl believed that the only real sin is
to not accept or tolerate other people’s beliefs. Likewise,
openness or “uncritical tolerance” has become our society’s
moral standard. Consequently, people who seem intolerant are
wrong.

But is tolerance a moral virtue? By definition, the function
of tolerance is relegated to the legal and social arena in
order to protect moral issues, not enforce them. As a result,
talking  about  tolerance  as  a  moral  virtue  is  a  circular
argument. Listen to the following statement: “It is morally
wrong  to  say  that  something  is  morally  wrong.”  Is  that
statement not self-defeating?

In addition, any moral standard necessitates intolerance of
anything which violates that standard. Merely using the phrase
“a moral standard of tolerance” is a contradiction in terms.
In S. D. Gaede’s words, “If you are intolerant of someone who
is intolerant, then you have necessarily violated your own



principle. But if you tolerate those who are intolerant, you
keep your principle, but sacrifice your responsibility to the
principle.”{4} Consequently, a person who is wholly committed
to tolerance, must resort to total apathy. Yet putting over
ten bumper stickers on a car is hardly apathetic and thus
anything but tolerant.

The  notion  that  tolerance  is  a  virtue  is  a  paradox.
Nevertheless, it has become the dominant moral guideline for
our culture.

What If Truth Is Relative?
Believe it or not, our world is waging a war against truth.
Allen Bloom writes, “Openness–and the relativism that makes it
the only plausible stance in the face of various claims to
truth . . . is the greatest insight of our time.”{5} The
philosophical basis for the uncritical tolerance that is so
prevalent in our society is the replacement of truth with
relativism.

According to the Barna Report, 66% of the entire population
believe “there is no such thing as absolute truth.” Another
poll  estimated  that  72%  of  Americans  between  the  ages  of
eighteen  and  twenty-five  also  reject  the  notion  of
absolutes.{6} So what do the majority of Americans believe?
Well, without absolutes, they are left with moral relativism:
the notion that all values are legitimate, and that it is
impossible to judge between them. Truth is reduced to personal
preference; what’s true is what works for you.

The assumption that truth is relative has infiltrated almost
every  facet  of  our  society:  the  marketplace,  the  arts,
government, education, family, and even religion. According to
a poll, 88% of evangelical Christians claim that the “Bible is
the written word of God and is totally accurate in all it
teaches,” and yet 53% also believe there are no absolutes.{7}
Ironic? Not when one considers how powerful and pervasive this



philosophical  trend  really  is.  Allen  Bloom  summarizes  the
logic behind the assumption that truth is relative:

The study of history and of culture teaches that all the
world was mad in the past; men always thought they were
right,  and  that  led  to  wars,  persecutions,  slavery,
xenophobia, racism, and chauvinism. The point is not to
correct the mistakes and really be right; rather it is not
to think you are right at all.{8}

Bloom is saying that instead of searching for mankind’s past
faults, the world has condemned our ability to claim to be
right at all.

But is the viewpoint that truth is undefinable a plausible
philosophical  position?  Is  not  the  claim,  “there  are  no
absolute truths” intrinsically self-contradictory? Gene Edward
Veith notices that “[t]hose who argue that ‘there is no truth’
are putting forth that statement as true.”{9}

So to make this claim, there must be at least one truth that
is universal. And if there is one universal truth, then the
premise that there are no absolutes is false.

Another problem was illustrated by R. C. Sproul. He recalled
the  Senate  hearings  over  Clarence  Thomas’s  Supreme  Court
nomination and the opposing testimonies of Anita Hill and
Clarence Thomas. Sproul admitted that he didn’t know who was
telling  the  truth.  However,  what  he  knew  with  absolute
certainty was that “they both couldn’t be telling the truth.”
In  the  same  way,  Christianity  claims  exclusively  that
salvation is an unearnable gift from God, whereas Islam claims
exclusively that a man must earn his salvation. It is possible
that both are not true, but it is impossible for both to be
true.

Moral relativism is hard-wired into our culture. But let’s
reclaim the superiority of truth—God’s truth—as the solution
for the sickness of our culture, a sickness that tolerance and



moral relativism cannot cure.

Tolerance and Chapped Lips
I  would  bet  that  you  are  familiar  with  the  dry,  burning
sensation of chapped lips. With this in mind, what is the
almost instinctual reaction when you feel your lips drying
out? You lick them, right? For a moment they feel better, but
then what happens? They get even drier, don’t they? In fact,
the more you lick, the worse they get. This is an example of
mistaking the immediate solution for the correct solution. If
moist lips are the desirable end, shouldn’t we lick them to
make them well again? Of course not, even if it feels right at
first. As most people know, the appropriate cure for chapped
lips is not licking, it’s lip balm.

Well, the same is true in life. We live in a world burdened by
injustice,  discrimination,  and  inequality;  they  are  the
“chapped lips” of our culture. Many people insist that the
best solution is a greater degree of tolerance. In some ways
this answer sounds right. But is tolerance the lip balm for
our culture or are we just licking our lips? Are we just
mistaking the immediate solution for the correct solution?

To answer this question, I want to glance at a couple of what
I call “tolerance trends.” The first is political correctness.
S. D. Gaede notes that the goal of political correctness “is
to enforce a universal standard of tolerance, regardless of
race, gender, cultural background, or sexual orientation.”{10}
Thus, the Golden Rule for a politically correct person is to
not do, say, or even imply anything that any other individual
or group might find offensive.

A  second  tolerance  trend  is  multiculturalism.  Whereas
political  correctness  is  more  legalistic,  the  goal  of
multiculturalism  is  greater  inclusiveness.  Schools  and
universities  are  not  just  teaching  history  from  the
traditional “dead white male” perspective, but including the



experiences of African-Americans, Native Americans, women, and
other  groups  who  have  been  marginalized.  Businesses  are
supporting this movement as well. “Multicultural workshops”
are  being  created  to  help  workers  get  along  in  a  more
culturally  diverse  business  environment.{11}

On  one  hand,  there  is  much  to  be  praised  about  these
movements. Christians have more reason than anyone to abhor
discrimination and prejudice. God hates injustice and loves to
liberate  the  oppressed,  and  so  should  we.  Therefore,  a
Christian perspective should transcend cultural, racial, or
class distinctions.

At the same time, these tolerance trends are merely impulsive
reactions to the problem and not well-thought-out solutions.
The reason is simple. If our goal is just more tolerance, then
discrimination  isn’t  wrong  in  a  moral  sense,  it’s  only
offensive.  Yet  what  constitutes  “being  offensive”changes
according  to  the  whims  of  the  ethnic  and  social  group
involved.  Consequently,  a  standard  of  tolerance  becomes
arbitrary and variable because it is subject to interpretation
based  on  an  underlying  bias.  Ultimately,  no  matter  how
legitimate it sounds, how right it feels, or how rigorously it
is enforced, tolerance alone can never eliminate prejudice any
more than licking can cure chapped lips.

Justice  and  equality  will  become  realities  not  by
superficially  incorporating  tolerance,  but  by  embracing
absolute  truth—a  transcendental  truth  that  includes  the
foundation for both moral law and human value—an unwavering
truth which at times may even demand intolerance. It is a
truth that only a God who is a righteous Judge and a loving
Creator can establish.

Restoring Credibility and Confidence in



the Christian Solution
To this point we have examined the short-comings of tolerance
and the superiority of truth. But understanding the situation
is only half the battle. As Christians, we are called to
action. So how do we reach a world that is choking on its own
tolerance?

First, we must remind ourselves of the authority and power of
God’s truth. In Ephesians 6, Paul tells us to “put on the full
armor of God” as our defense against the enemy. In verse 14,
Paul reminds Christians that first and foremost we are to
“stand firm . . . having girded your [our] loins with truth.”
In a culture that is bearing down on Christians, we must
remain  steadfast  and  resist  evil.  We  do  so  by  preparing
ourselves for the fight, by girding ourselves with the truth.
It is the foundation for everything else. In the words of the
late Ray Stedman,

Truth is reality, the way things really are. Therefore it is
the explanation of all things. You know you have found the
truth when you find something which is wide enough and deep
enough and high enough to encompass all things. That is what
Jesus Christ does.

The writer of Hebrews wrote that “Jesus Christ is the same
yesterday and today, and yes, forever.” The truth of Christ is
much more encompassing than anything this world has to offer.

Second, if you are walking in truth, you will discover that
there  is  a  time  for  both  tolerance  and  intolerance.  For
example, Jesus associated with the sick, the poor, and the
dejected. He shared meals with prostitutes, tax collectors,
and criminals. Christ doesn’t judge us by our skin color or
social status, but by the condition of our hearts.

Unfortunately, Christians have a long way to go in matching
His  standard.  All  too  often,  we  are  hampered  by  racial



differences and social barriers. Perhaps it’s time that we
began to raise our voice against injustice and not leave it up
to the ebbing multiculturalist movement.

Yet as accepting as Jesus was, He was extremely rigid about
the exclusiveness of His claims. Of all the choices in life,
He  tells  us  there  is  only  one  way,  one  truth,  and  one
life—His. How much more exclusive, even intolerant, can you
get? Christians need to remember that loving another person
may sometimes mean being respectfully but firmly intolerant of
what is not true.

Earlier I told of a conversation I had with a peer about
Christianity.  After  I  realized  we  had  actually  been
disagreeing regarding our assumptions about truth, I started
over. I asked him why tolerance was an issue of morality. He
thought  for  a  moment.  Then  I  asked  him  how  truth  could
possibly  be  relative,  and  we  began  questioning  his  own
assumptions about morality. Finally, I shared C. S. Lewis’s
notion that any moral law, including his claims regarding
tolerance, implies the existence of a Moral Law Giver. And by
the end of the conversation, he was beginning to consider the
possibility of God and his own accountability to Him.

This young man was not ready for a spiritual tract about the
Gospel, but he was eager to hear about truth. And there are
people  everywhere—people  you  know—who  are  just  like  him.
Without hearing a verse from Scripture, this man moved one
step closer to his Creator. Why? Because, as Paul writes,
“truth is in Jesus.” That means that sharing truth is sharing
Christ, no matter what form or fashion it takes.
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Christianity and Culture
At the close of the twentieth century American evangelicals
find themselves in a diverse, pluralistic culture. Many ideas
vie for attention and allegiance. These ideas, philosophies,
or world views are the products of philosophical and cultural
changes. Such changes have come to define our culture. For
example, pluralism can mean that all world views are correct
and that it is intolerable to state otherwise; secularism
reigns; absolutes have ceased to exist; facts can only be
stated in the realm of science, not religion; evangelical
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Christianity has become nothing more than a troublesome oddity
amidst diversity. It is clear, therefore, that western culture
is  suffering;  it  is  ill.  Lesslie  Newbigin,  a  scholar  and
former missionary to India, has emphasized this by asking a
provocative question: “Can the West be converted?”(1)

Such  a  question  leads  us  to  another:  How  is  a  Christian
supposed to respond to such conditions? Or, how should we deal
with the culture that surrounds us?

Since  the  term  culture  is  central  in  this  discussion,  it
deserves particular attention and definition. Even though the
concept behind the word is ancient, and it is used frequently
in many different contexts, its actual meaning is elusive and
often confusing. Culture does not refer to a particular level
of life. This level, sometimes referred to as “high culture,”
is certainly an integral part of the definition, but it is not
the central focus. For example, “the arts” are frequently
identified with culture in the minds of many. More often than
not there is a qualitative difference between what is a part
of “high culture” and other segments of culture, but these
distinctions are not our concern at this time.

T. S. Eliot has written that culture “may . . . be described
simply  as  that  which  makes  life  worth  living.”(2)  Emil
Brunner,  a  theologian,  has  stated  “that  culture  is
materialisation  of  meaning.”(3)  Donald  Bloesch,  another
theologian, says that culture “is the task appointed to humans
to realize their destiny in the world in service to the glory
of God.”(4) An anthropologist, E. Adamson Hoebel, believes
that culture “is the integrated system of learned behavior
patterns which are characteristic of the members of a society
and which are not the result of biological inheritance.”(5)
All of these definitions can be combined to include the world
views, actions, and products of a given community of people.

Christians  are  to  observe  and  analyze  culture  and  make
decisions regarding our proper actions and reactions within



it. A struggle is in progress and the stakes are high. Harry
Blamires writes: “No thoughtful Christian can contemplate and
analyze the tensions all about us in both public and private
life without sensing the eternal momentousness of the current
struggle for the human mind between Christian teaching and
materialistic secularism.”(6)

Believers are called to join the struggle. But in order to
struggle meaningfully and with some hope of influencing our
culture, we must be informed and thoughtful Christians. There
is no room for sloth or apathy. Rev. 3:15-16 states, “I know
your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I would that
you were cold or hot. So because you are lukewarm, and neither
hot nor cold, I spit you out of My mouth.”

God forbid that these words of condemnation should apply to
us.

Transforming Culture
Church history demonstrates that one of the constant struggles
of Christianity, both individually and corporately, is with
culture. Where should we stand? Inside the culture? Outside?
Ignore  it?  Isolate  ourselves  from  it?  Should  we  try  to
transform it?

The  theologian  Richard  Niebuhr  provided  a  classic  study
concerning these questions in his book Christ and Culture.
Even  though  his  theology  is  not  always  evangelical,  his
paradigm is helpful. It includes five views.

First, he describes the “Christ Against Culture” view, which
encourages opposition, total separation, and hostility toward
culture. Tertullian, Tolstoy, Menno Simons, and, in our day,
Jacques Ellul are exponents of this position.

Second, the “Christ of Culture” perspective is exactly the
opposite of “Christ Against Culture” because it attempts to
bring culture and Christianity together, regardless of their



differences. Liberation, process, and feminist theologies are
current examples.

Third,  the  “Christ  Above  Culture”  position  attempts  “to
correlate the fundamental questions of the culture with the
answer of Christian revelation.”(7) Thomas Aquinas is the most
prominent teacher of this view.

Fourth,  “Christ  and  Culture  in  Paradox”  describes  the
“dualists”  who  stress  that  the  Christian  belongs  “to  two
realms  (the  spiritual  and  temporal)  and  must  live  in  the
tension  of  fulfilling  responsibilities  to  both.”(8)  Luther
adopted this view.

Fifth,  “Christ  the  Transformer  of  Culture”  includes  the
“conversionists” who attempt “to convert the values and goals
of secular culture into the service of the kingdom of God.”(9)
Augustine, Calvin, John Wesley, and Jonathan Edwards are the
chief proponents of this last view.

With the understanding that we are utilizing a tool and not a
perfected system, I believe that the “Christ the Transformer
of Culture” view aligns most closely with Scripture. We are to
be actively involved in the transformation of culture without
giving that culture undue prominence. As the social critic
Herbert Schlossberg says, “The ‘salt’ of people changed by the
gospel  must  change  the  world.”(10)  Admittedly,  such  a
perspective calls for an alertness and sensitivity to subtle
dangers.  But  the  effort  is  needed  to  follow  the  biblical
pattern.

If we are to be transformers, we must also be “discerners,” a
very important word for contemporary Christians. We are to
apply “the faculty of discerning; discrimination; acuteness of
judgment  and  understanding.”(11)  Matthew  16:3  includes  a
penetrating question from Jesus to the Pharisees and Sadducees
who were testing Him by asking for a sign from heaven: “Do you
know how to discern the appearance of the sky, but cannot



discern the signs of the times?” It is obvious that Jesus was
disheartened by their lack of discernment. If they were alert,
they  could  see  that  the  Lord  was  demonstrating  and  would
demonstrate (in v. 4 He refers to impending resurrection) His
claims. Jesus’ question is still relevant. We too must be
alert and able to discern our times.

In  order  to  transform  the  culture,  we  must  continually
recognize what is in need of transformation and what is not.
This is a difficult assignment. We cannot afford to approach
the responsibility without the guidance of God’s Spirit, Word,
wisdom, and power. As the theologian John Baille has said, “In
proportion as a society relaxes its hold upon the eternal, it
ensures the corruption of the temporal.”(12) May we live in
our temporal setting with a firm grasp of God’s eternal claims
while we transform the culture he has entrusted to us!

Stewardship and Creativity
An  important  aspect  of  our  discussion  of  Christians  and
culture is centered in the early passages of the Bible.

The first two chapters of Genesis provide a foundation for
God’s view of culture and man’s responsibility in it. These
chapters  contain  what  is  generally  called  the  “cultural
mandate,”  God’s  instructions  concerning  the  care  of  His
creation. Included in this are the concepts of “stewardship”
and “creativity.”

The  mandate  of  stewardship  is  specifically  found  within
1:27-28 and 2:15, even though these two chapters as a whole
also demonstrate it. Verse 28 of chapter 1 reads, “And God
blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply,
and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of
the sea and over the birds of the sky, and over every living
thing that moves on the earth.”

This verse contains the word subdue, an expression that is



helpful in determining the mandate of stewardship. First, it
should be observed that man is created “in the image of God.”
Volumes have been written about the meaning of this phrase.
Obviously, it is a very positive statement. If man is created
in  God’s  image,  that  image  must  contain  God’s  benevolent
goodness, and not maliciousness. Second, it is obvious that
God’s created order includes industriousness, work–a striving
on the part of man. Thus we are to exercise our minds and
bodies in service to God by “subduing,” observing, touching,
and molding the “stuff” of creation. We are to form a culture.

Tragically, because of sin, man abused his stewardship. We are
now in a struggle that was not originally intended. But the
redeemed person, the person in Christ, is refashioned. He can
now approach culture with a clearer understanding of God’s
mandate.  He  can  now  begin  again  to  exercise  proper
stewardship.

The mandate concerning creativity is broadly implied within
the first two chapters of Genesis. It is not an emphatic
pronouncement, as is the mandate concerning stewardship. In
reality,  the  term  is  a  misnomer,  for  we  cannot  create
anything. We can only redesign, rearrange, or refashion what
God has created. But in this discussion we will continue to
use the word with this understanding in mind.

A return to the opening chapter of Genesis leads us to an
intriguing question. Of what does the “image of God” consist?
It is interesting to note, as did the British writer Dorothy
Sayers, that if one stops with the first chapter and asks that
question, the apparent answer is that God is creator.(13)
Thus, some element of that creativity is instilled in man. God
created the cosmos. He declared that what He had done was
“very good.” He then put man within creation. Man responded
creatively. He was able to see things with aesthetic judgment
(2:9). His cultivation of the garden involved creativity, not
monotonous servitude (2:15). He creatively assigned names to
the animals (2:19-20). And he was able to respond with poetic



expression  upon  seeing  Eve,  his  help-mate  (2:23).  Kenneth
Myers writes: “Man was fit for the cultural mandate. As the
bearer of his Creator-God’s image, he could not be satisfied
apart from cultural activity. Here is the origin of human
culture in untainted glory and possibility. It is no wonder
that those who see God’s redemption as a transformation of
human culture speak of it in terms of re-creation.”(14)

As  we  seek  to  transform  culture  we  must  understand  this
mandate and apply it.

Pluralism
Pluralism and secularism are two prominent words that describe
contemporary American culture. The Christian must live within
a culture that emphasizes these terms. What do they mean and
how do we respond? We will look at pluralism first.

The first sentence of professor Allan Bloom’s provocative and
controversial book, The Closing of the American Mind, reads:
“There is one thing a professor can be absolutely certain of:
almost every student entering the university believes, or says
he believes, that truth is relative.”(15)

This statement is indicative of Bloom’s concern for the fact
that many college students do not believe in absolutes, but
the concern goes beyond students to the broader population.
Relativism, openness, syncretism, and tolerance are some of
the  more  descriptive  words  for  the  ways  people  are
increasingly thinking in contemporary culture. These words are
part of what I mean by pluralism. Many ideas are proclaimed,
as has always been the case, but the type of pluralism to
which I refer asserts that all these ideas are of equal value,
and that it is intolerant to think otherwise. Absurdity is the
result. This is especially apparent in the realm of religious
thought.

In order for evangelicals to be transformers of culture they



must  understand  that  their  beliefs  will  be  viewed  by  a
significant portion of the culture as intolerant, antiquated,
uncompassionate,  and  destructive  of  the  status  quo.  As  a
result,  they  will  often  be  persecuted  through  ridicule,
prejudice, social ostracism, academic intolerance, media bias,
or  a  number  of  other  attitudes.  Just  as  with  Bloom’s
statement, the evangelical’s emphasis on absolutes is enough
to draw a negative response. For example, Jesus said, “I am
the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the
Father,  but  through  Me”  (John  14:6).  Such  an  exclusive,
absolute claim does not fit current pluralism. Therefore, the
pluralist would contend that Jesus must have meant something
other than what is implied in such an egocentric statement.

It is unfortunate that Christians often have been absorbed by
pluralism.  As  Harry  Blamires  puts  it,  “We  have  stopped
thinking christianly outside the scope of personal morals and
personal  spirituality.”(16)  We  hold  our  beliefs  privately,
which is perfectly legitimate within pluralism. But we have
not been the transformers we are to be. We have supported
pluralism, because it tolerates a form of Christianity that
doesn’t make demands on the culture or call it into question.

Christianity is not just personal opinion; it is objective
truth. This must be asserted, regardless of the responses to
the contrary, in order to transform culture. Christians must
affirm  this.  We  must  enter  our  culture  boldly  with  the
understanding that what we believe and practice privately is
also  applicable  to  all  of  public  life.  Lesslie  Newbigin
writes: “We come here to what is perhaps the most distinctive
and  crucial  feature  of  the  modern  worldview,  namely  the
division of human affairs into two realms– the private and the
public, a private realm of values where pluralism reigns and a
public world of what our culture calls `facts.'”(17)

We must be cautious of incorrect distinctions between the
public and private. We must also influence culture with the
“facts” of Christianity. This is our responsibility.



Secularism
Secularism  permeates  virtually  every  facet  of  life  and
thought. What does it mean? We need to understand that the
word secular is not the same as secularism. All of us, whether
Christian or non-Christian, live, work, and play within the
secular sphere. There is no threat here for the evangelical.
As Blamires says, “Engaging in secular activities . . . does
not make anyone a `secularist’, an exponent or adherent of
`secularism’.”(18) Secularism as a philosophy, a world view,
is a different matter. Blamires continues: “While `secular’ is
a purely neutral term, `secularism’ represents a view of life
which challenges Christianity head on, for it excludes all
considerations drawn from a belief in God or in a future
state.”(19)

Secularism elevates things that are not to be elevated to such
a high status, such as the autonomy of man. Donald Bloesch
states that “a culture closed to the transcendent will find
the locus of the sacred in its own creations.”(20) This should
be a sobering thought for the evangelical.

We must understand that secularism is influential and can be
found throughout the culture. In addition, we must realize
that  the  secularist’s  belief  in  independence  makes
Christianity appear useless and the Christian seem woefully
ignorant. As far as the secularist is concerned, Christianity
is  no  longer  vital.  As  Emil  Brunner  says,  “The  roots  of
culture  that  lie  in  the  transcendent  sphere  are  cut  off;
culture and civilisation must have their law and meaning in
themselves.”(21)  As  liberating  as  this  may  sound  to  a
secularist, it stimulates grave concern in the mind of an
alert evangelical whose view of culture is founded upon God’s
precepts. There is a clear dividing line.

How is this reflected in our culture? Wolfhart Pannenberg
presents what he believes are three aspects of the long-term
effects  of  secularism.  “First  of  these  is  the  loss  of



legitimation in the institutional ordering of society.”(22)
That is, without a belief in the divine origin of the world
there  is  no  foundation  for  order.  Political  rule  becomes
“merely  the  exercising  of  power,  and  citizens  would  then
inevitably feel that they were delivered over to the whim of
those who had power.”(23)

“The  collapse  of  the  universal  validity  of  traditional
morality and consciousness of law is the second aspect of the
long-term effects of secularization.”(24) Much of this can be
attributed to the influence of Immanuel Kant, the eighteenth-
century German philosopher, who taught that moral norms were
binding even without religion.(25)

Third,  “the  individual  in  his  or  her  struggle  towards
orientation and identity is hardest hit by the loss of a
meaningful focus of commitment.”(26) This leads to a sense of
“homelessness and alienation” and “neurotic deviations.” The
loss  of  the  “sacred  and  ultimate”  has  left  its  mark.  As
Pannenberg writes: “The increasingly evident long-term effects
of the loss of a meaningful focus of commitment have led to a
state  of  fragile  equilibrium  in  the  system  of  secular
society.”(27)

Since  evangelicals  are  a  part  of  that  society,  we  should
realize  this  “fragile  equilibrium”  is  not  just  a  problem
reserved  for  the  unbelieving  secularist;  it  is  also  our
problem.

Whether the challenge is secularism, pluralism, or a myriad of
other issues, the Christian is called to practice discernment
while actively transforming culture.
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