
The Causes of War
Meic Pearse’s book The Gods of War gives great insight into
the charge that religion is the cause of most war. History
shows this is not true: the cause of most war is the sinful
human heart, even when religion is invoked as a reason.

The Accusation
Sam Harris, the popular author and atheist, says that “for
everyone  with  eyes  to  see,  there  can  be  no  doubt  that
religious  faith  remains  a  perpetual  source  of  human
conflict.”{1}  Writing  for  the  Freedom  from  Religion
Foundation, fellow atheist Richard Dawkins adds, “Only the
willfully blind could fail to implicate the divisive force of
religion in most, if not all, of the violent enmities in the
world today.”{2} Speaking more bluntly, one British government
official has said, “theocrats, religious leaders or fanatics
citing holy texts . . . constitutes the greatest threat to
world peace today.”{3}

War is the ultimate act of intolerance, and since
intolerance is seen as the only unforgivable sin in
our  postmodern  times,  it’s  not  surprising  that
those  hostile  to  religion  would  charge  people
holding religious convictions with the guilt for causing war.

This  view  is  held  by  many  others,  not  just  despisers  of
religion. A 2006 opinion poll taken in Great Britain found
that 82% of adults “see religion as a cause of division and
tension between people. Only 16% disagree.”{4}

To be honest, religion has been, and remains, a source of
conflict in the world; but to what degree? Is it the only
source of war, as its critics argue? Is it even the primary
source? And if we agree that religion is a source of war, how
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do we define what qualifies as a religion? This leads to
another question. Are all religions equally responsible for
war or are some more prone to instigate conflict than others?
Once these issues are decided, we are still left with one of
the most difficult questions: How does a religious person,
especially a Christian, respond to the question of war?

When confronted with the accusation that religion, and more
importantly, Christianity, has been the central cause of war
down through history, most Christians respond by ceding the
point. We will argue that the issue is far too complex to
merely blame war on religious strife. A more nuanced response
is needed. Religion is sometimes the direct cause of war, but
other times it plays a more ambiguous role. It can also be
argued, as Karl Marx did, that religion can actually restrain
the warring instinct.

In his provocative new book, The Gods of War, Meic Pearse
argues  that  modern  atheists  greatly  overstate  their  case
regarding religion as a cause for war, and that all religions
are not equal when it comes to the tendency to resort to
violence. He believes that the greatest source for conflict in
the world today is the universalizing tendencies of modern
secular nations that are pressing their materialism and moral
relativism on more traditional cultures.

The Connection Between Religion and War
When someone suggests a simple answer to something as complex
as war, it probably is too simple. History is usually more
complicated than we would like it to be.

How  then  should  Christians  respond  when  someone  claims
religion is the cause of all wars? First, we must admit that
religion can be and sometimes is the cause of war. Although it
can  be  difficult  to  separate  political,  cultural,  and
religious motivations, there have been instances when men went



off to war specifically because they believed that God wanted
them to. That being said, in the last one hundred years the
modern era with its secular ideologies has generated death and
destruction  on  a  scale  never  seen  before  in  history.  Not
during the Crusades, the Inquisition, nor even during the
Thirty Years War in Europe.

The total warfare of the twentieth century combined powerful
advances  in  war-making  technologies  with  highly  structured
societies to devastating effect. WWI cost close to eight and a
half million lives. The more geographically limited Russian
Civil  War  that  followed  the  Bolshevik  Revolution  in  1917
resulted  in  nine  million  deaths.  WWII  cost  sixty  million
deaths, as well as the destruction of whole cities by fire
bombing and nuclear devices.

Both Nazi fascism and communism rejected the Christian belief
that humanity holds a unique role in creation and replaced it
with the necessity of conflict and strife. By the end of the
nineteenth century, Darwin’s ideas regarding natural selection
and survival of the fittest had begun to affect philosophy,
the social sciences, and even theology. Darwin had left us
with a brutal universe devoid of meaning. The communist and
fascist  worldviews  were  both  firmly  grounded  in  Darwin’s
universe.

Hitler’s  obsession  with  violence  is  well  known,  but  the
communists were just as vocal about their attachment to it.
Russian revolution leader Leon Trotsky wrote, “We must put an
end once and for all to the papist-Quaker babble about the
sanctity of human life.” Lenin argued that the socialist state
was  to  be  “a  system  of  organized  violence  against  the
bourgeoisie” or middle class. While critics of the Russian
Tsar and his ties with the Orthodox Russian Church could point
to examples of oppression and cruelty, one historian has noted
that when the communists had come to power “more prisoners
were shot at just one soviet camp in a single year than had
been  executed  by  the  tsars  during  the  entire  nineteenth



century.”{5}

So, religion is not the primary cause of warfare and cruelty,
at least not during the last one hundred years. But what about
wars fought in the more distant past; surely most of them were
religiously motivated. Not really.

Meic Pearce argues that “most wars, even before the rise of
twentieth century’s secularist creeds, owed little or nothing
to religious causation.”{6} Considering the great empires of
antiquity, Pearce writes that “neither the Persians nor the
Greeks nor the Romans fought either to protect or to advance
the worship of their gods.”{7} Far more ordinary motives were
involved  like  the  desire  for  booty,  the  extension  of  the
empire, glory in battle, and the desire to create buffer zones
with their enemies. Each of these empires had their gods which
would be called upon for aid in battle, but the primary cause
of  these  military  endeavors  was  not  the  advancement  of
religious beliefs.

Invasions by the Goths, Huns, Franks, and others against the
Roman Empire, attacks by the Vikings in the North and the
Mongols in Asia were motivated by material gain as well and
not  religious  belief.  The  fourteenth  century  conquests  of
Timur  Leng  (or  Tamerlane)  in  the  Middle  East  and  India
resulted in the deaths of millions. He was a Muslim, but he
conquered Muslim and pagan alike. At one point he had seventy
thousand Muslims beheaded in Baghdad so that towers could be
built with their skulls.{8}

More recently, the Hundred Years War between the French and
English, the American Revolution, and the Napoleonic Wars were
secular conflicts. Religious beliefs might have been used to
wrap the conflicts with a Christian veneer, but promoting the
cause of Christ was not at the heart of the conflicts.

Pearce argues that down through the millennia, humanity has
gone to war for two main reasons: greed expressed by the



competition for limited resources, and the need for security
from  other  predatory  cultures.  The  use  of  religion  as  a
legitimating device for conflict has become a recent trend as
it became less likely that a single individual could take a
country to war without the broad support of the population.

It can be argued that religion was, without ambiguity, at the
center of armed conflict during two periods in history. The
first  was  during  the  birth  and  expansion  of  Islam  which
resulted in an ongoing struggle with Christianity, including
the Crusades during the Middle Ages. The second was the result
of the Reformation in Europe and was fought between Protestant
and Catholic states. Even here, political motivations were
part of the blend of causes that resulted in armed conflict.

Islam and Christianity
Do all religions have the same propensity to cause war? The
two  world  religions  with  the  largest  followings  are
Christianity and Islam. While it is true that people have used
both  belief  systems  to  justify  armed  conflict,  are  they
equally likely to cause war? Do their founder’s teachings,
their holy books, and examples from the earliest believers
encourage their followers to do violence against others?

Although  Christianity  has  been  used  to  justify  forced
conversions and violence against unbelievers, the connection
between what Christianity actually teaches and these acts of
violence has been ambiguous at best and often contradictory.
Nowhere  in  the  New  Testament  are  Christians  told  to  use
violence to further the Kingdom of God. Our model is Christ
who is the perfect picture of humility and servant leadership,
the one who came to lay down his life for others. Meic Pearce
writes,  “For  the  first  three  centuries  of  its  history,
Christianity  was  spread  exclusively  by  persuasion  and  was
persecuted for its pains, initially by the Jews but later,
from  63,  by  the  Romans.”{9}  It  wasn’t  until  Christianity



became the de facto state religion of the Roman Empire around
AD 400 that others were persecuted in the name of Christ.

The history of Islam is quite different. Warfare and conflict
are found at its very beginning and is embodied in Muhammad’s
actions and words. Islam was initially spread through military
conquest and maintained by threat of violence. As one pair of
scholars  puts  it,  there  can  be  no  doubt  that  “Islam  was
cradled in violence, and that Muhammad himself, through the
twenty-six  or  twenty-seven  raids  in  which  he  personally
participated, came to serve for some Muslims as a role model
for violence.”{10}

Much evidence can be corralled to make this point. Muhammad
himself spoke of the necessity of warfare on behalf of Allah.
He said to his followers, “I was ordered to fight all men
until they say, ‘There is no God but Allah.'”{11} Prior to
conquering Mecca, he supported his small band of believers by
raiding caravans and sharing the booty. Soon after Muhammad’s
death, a war broke out over the future of the religion. Three
civil wars were fought between Muslims during the first fifty
years of the religion’s history, and three of the four leaders
of Islam after Muhammad were assassinated by other Muslims.
The  Quran  and  Hadith,  the  two  most  important  writings  in
Islam, make explicit the expectation that all Muslim men will
fight to defend the faith. Perhaps the most telling aspect of
Islamic  belief  is  that  there  is  no  separation  between
religious and political authority in the Islamic world. A
threat to one is considered a threat to the other and almost
guarantees religiously motivated warfare.

Pacifism or Just Wars?
Although most Christians advocate either pacifism or a “just
war” view when it comes to warfare and violence, Pearse argues
that there are difficulties with both. Pacifism works at a
personal level, but “there cannot be a pacifist state, merely



a state that depends on others possessed of more force or of
the willingness to use it.”{12} Some pacifists argue that
humans  are  basically  good  and  that  violence  stems  from
misunderstandings  or  social  injustice.  This  is  hardly  a
traditional  Christian  teaching.  Pearse  argues  that  “a
repudiation  of  force  in  all  circumstances  .  .  .  is  an
abandonment  of  victims—real  people—to  their  fate.”{13}

Just war theory as advocated by Augustine in the early fifth
century teaches that war is moral if it is fought for a just
cause and carried out in a just fashion. A just cause bars
wars of aggression or revenge, and is fought only as a last
resort. It also must have a reasonable chance of success and
be fought under the direction of a ruler in an attitude of
love for the enemy. It seeks to reestablish peace, not total
destruction  of  the  vanquished,  and  to  insure  that
noncombatants  are  not  targeted.

However, even WWII, what many believe to be our most justified
use of force, failed to measure up to this standard. Massive
air raids against civilian populations by the Allies were just
one of many violations that disallow its qualification as a
just war. As Pearse argues, “war has an appalling dynamic of
its own: it drags down the participants . . . into ever more
savage actions.”{14}

How then are Christians to think about war and violence? Let’s
consider two examples. In the face of much violent opposition
in his battle for social justice, Martin Luther King said, “be
ye assured that we will wear you down by our capacity to
suffer. . . . We shall so appeal to your heart and conscience
that  we  shall  win  you  in  the  process.”{15}  Reform  was
achieved, although at the cost of his life, and many hearts
and minds have been changed.

However, another martyr, German minister Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
rejected pacifism and chose to participate in an attempt on
the life of Adolf Hitler, mainly because he despaired that an



appeal  to  the  hearts  and  minds  of  the  Nazis  would  be
effective.

Neither King nor Bonhoeffer were killed specifically for their
faith. They were killed for defending the weak from slaughter,
as Pearse puts it. Perhaps Pearse is correct when he argues,
“If Christians can . . . legitimately fight . . . , then that
fighting clearly cannot be for the faith. It can only be for
secular causes . . . faith in Christ is something for which we
can only die—not kill. . . . To fight under the delusion that
one is thereby promoting Christianity is to lose sight of what
Christianity is.”{16}
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Lifting the Spell
Steve Cable critically considers atheist Daniel Dennett’s book
Breaking  the  Spell  to  gain  a  better  understanding  of  the
contrast  between  the  “bright”  perspective  and  a  biblical
perspective.

Blinded by the “Bright”
Is  your  belief  in  God  purely  the  result  of  natural
evolutionary  forces?  Has  Christianity  evolved  over  the
centuries to dupe you into belief for its own survival? This
proposition may insult your faith, your intelligence, and your
self worth. However, it is the central theme of a recent book
by Daniel Dennett entitled Breaking the Spell: Religion as a
Natural Phenomenon.{1}

Philosopher Daniel Dennett is best known for his
1995 book, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, and his July
2003 op-ed entitled “The Bright Stuff.” Dennett is
a self proclaimed “bright.” According to him,

A bright is a person with a naturalist as opposed to a
supernaturalist worldview. We brights don’t believe in
ghosts or elves or the Easter Bunny–or God. . . . Don’t
confuse the noun with the adjective: “I’m a bright” is not
a boast but a proud avowal of an inquisitive worldview.{2}

I am relieved he is not boasting, but my English teacher would
say that “a proud avowal” is a good definition of a boast. In
any  case,  Dennett  is  a  proud  proponent  of  a  naturalist
worldview.

The book’s premise is that religion is a powerful, dangerous
force in need of rigorous study, using the tools of modern
evolutionary science. By understanding the natural forces that
imbue religion with so much power, perhaps an enlightened
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world can neutralize religion while retaining the positive
benefits, if any. Our hero, Dennett, has ventured into the
sorcerer’s den of theologians, ministers, and philosophers to
break the spell holding us prisoner. He states, “The spell
that I say must be broken is the taboo against a forthright,
scientific, no-holds-barred investigation of religion as one
natural phenomenon among many.”{3}

Dennett lobbies for a truly scientific (meaning atheistic)
study of the origins and mechanisms of religion. According to
Dennett, we had better understand religion before it destroys
us. In today’s dangerous world, that may not seem to be such a
bad sentiment. Romans chapter 1 tells us that religions not
based on God’s revealed truth are natural phenomenon because
they  “worship  the  creature  rather  than  the  creator.”{4}
However, we should examine the implications of his so-called
scientific study before biting into the apple with him.

Critically considering some themes from Dennett’s book may
help us gain a better understanding of the contrast between
the  “bright”  perspective  and  a  biblical  perspective.  By
examining an atheist’s misconceptions, we may discover areas
where we have unintentionally adopted a “bright” perspective
rather than a biblical worldview. Thoughtfully considering the
relationship  between  Christianity  and  other  religions  can
better prepare us to defend the hope that is in us.

A Bright’s View of Religion
What  is  religion?  Dennett  begins  by  defining  religion  as
“social  systems  whose  participants  avow  belief  in  a
supernatural  agent  or  agents  whose  approval  is  to  be
sought.”{5} Later he adds that “religion . . . invokes gods
who are effective agents in real time and who play a central
role in the way participants think about what they ought to
do.”{6}



Defined in this way, religion is all about groups of people
seeking approval of supernatural agents to obtain real time
benefits. He also detects an appearance of design, calling
religion  “a  finely  tuned  amalgam  of  brilliant  plays  and
strategies capable of holding people enthralled and loyal for
their entire lives.”{7}

You and I are probably not yearning for a social system or an
“amalgam  of  brilliant  strategies.”  We  want  an  eternal
relationship with a real, living God. These definitions are
why we sometimes say, “Christianity is not a religion, it is a
relationship.”

Dennett wants to completely knock the wind out of your sails
by  stating  “that  religion  is  natural  as  opposed  to
supernatural,  that  it  is  a  human  phenomenon  composed  of
events, organisms, objects, . . . and the like that all obey
the laws of physics or biology, and hence do not involve
miracles.”{8}  Elsewhere  he  says  that  “I  feel  a  moral
imperative to spread . . . evolution, but evolution is not my
religion. I don’t have a religion.”{9}

For a bright, science does not follow the evidence wherever it
leads,  but  assumes  natural  explanations  exist  for  every
experience. Thus, he proposes that we should study religion by
assuming that its foundation is false. That is like playing
tennis with your feet tied together—you can never get to where
you need to be to return the ball.

Let’s consider a different definition that better captures the
role of religion:

My religion is what I believe about the origin, nature,
and  future  of  man  and  our  relationship  to  the
supernatural.  My  beliefs  about  eternity  form  the
foundation  for  how  I  view  my  life  on  earth.

Using this definition, Dennett’s naturalism is his religion.
And, your relationship with Jesus Christ resulted from your



religion, your belief that Jesus is God.

To  be  fair,  organized  religion  is  a  social  system  for
practicing and propagating a common set of religious beliefs.
Organized religion may result in some of my beliefs being
ingrained rather than chosen, but they are still my belief
system.  Determining  which,  if  any,  of  these  organized
religions is teaching the truth about eternity should be of
utmost importance to every person.

The Purpose of Religion
What is the purpose of religion? Throughout his book, Dennett
suggests that religions are evolutionary artifacts. Thus, any
benefits of religion must be realized here and now to be
favored by natural selection. From Dennett’s perspective, what
religious people say they want from religion is “a world at
peace, with as little suffering as we can manage, with freedom
and justice and well-being and meaning for all.”{10}

He also surmises that

The three favorite purposes . . . for religion are:
• To comfort us in our suffering and allay our fear of
death.
• To explain things we can’t otherwise explain.
• To encourage group cooperation in the face of trials and
enemies.{11}

At first blush, these sound like good purposes, things we all
desire (except perhaps the last one for those of us who have
been burned by group projects). Some churches even promote
these goals as the primary message of Christianity. But how
can these purposes explain Jesus saying, “In the world you
have  tribulation,  but  take  courage;  I  have  overcome  the
world”?{12} Or, Paul saying, “For momentary, light affliction
is producing for us an eternal weight of glory”?{13} Dennett’s
purposes  cannot  explain  these  statements  because  they  are



based on a naturalistic worldview where death is the end.

Ultimately, religion is not about this life. It is about the
next  life.  One  of  my  wife’s  favorite  sayings  to  help  in
dieting is, “A moment on the lips means a lifetime on the
hips.” It is this perspective of lasting consequences for our
actions  that  gives  religion  such  power.  Whether  it  is  a
Buddhist  seeking  karma,  a  Muslim  seeking  paradise,  or  a
Christian seeking crowns in glory, an eternal perspective is a
common trait of the devoted.

The essential contrast between religions is not over which can
offer the best temporal benefits or produce moral behavior. It
is about which one offers the truth about the nature of God,
life, and eternity. Salvation occurs when you believe that
Jesus is the way, the truth and the life,{14} and you confess
Him as Lord.{15} In contrast, eternal separation is the result
of rejecting the truth. As Paul tells us, “[they] perish,
because they did not receive the love of the truth so as to be
saved.”{16}

The purpose of religion is to propagate the truth about the
important questions that determine our eternal destiny. The
most important topic to study is not “How can we get the
temporal benefits from religion, while really assuming that
there is no eternity?” but instead “How can I determine which
religion has the truth about eternity?”

Defending the Bright Religion
In Breaking the Spell, Dennett proposes evolutionary science
can  explain  religious  beliefs  as  natural  phenomenon.  He
believes his religion, Darwinism, can make the world better by
neutralizing the power of theistic religion. One problem; his
religion is not accepted by most Americans. Dennett laments:

[O]nly  about  a  quarter  [of  America]  understands  that
evolution is about as well established as the fact that



water is H2O. . . . how, in the face of. . . massive
scientific evidence, could so many Americans disbelieve in
evolution? It is simple: they have been . . . told that
the theory of evolution is false (or at least unproven) by
people they trust more than . . . scientists.{17}

Naturally, Dennett argues for his point of view. His argument
exhibits three flaws common in many arguments for Darwinism:

1. Bait and switch definitions. The Darwinist says, “Fact:
Evolution  defined  as  change  over  time  through  natural
selection  occurs.  Fact:  Darwinism  is  based  on  evolution.
Conclusion: Darwinism is proven as the explanation for life in
this  universe.”  Claiming  that  Darwinism  is  proven  because
evolution occurs is like the over eager detective stating,
“Fact: You were in the city on the day of the murder. Fact:
The murderer had to be in the city on that day. Conclusion:
You are proven to be the murderer.” The two facts are correct,
but the reasoning is flawed.

2. Attack the skeptics, not the evidence. Dennett states that
“there are no reputable scientists who claim (that Darwinism
is  unproven).  Not  a  one.  There  are  plenty  of  frauds  and
charlatans, though.”{18} So, anyone who doubts is a fraud
regardless of their credentials. His assertion is laughable
when  one  realizes  over  seven  hundred  scientists  with
impressive  credentials  have  signed  a  statement  expressing
their skepticism of Darwinism.{19} When you don’t have an
answer for the evidence, your only recourse it to attack the
witness.

3. Declare yourself the winner. Assume Darwinism is true and
use that assumption to refute other theories. Dennett states,
“Intelligent Design proponents . . . have all been carefully
and patiently rebutted by conscientious scientists who have
taken  the  trouble  to  penetrate  their  smoke  screens  of
propaganda and expose both their shoddy arguments and their
apparently deliberate misrepresentations.”{20}



Since defenders of Darwinism attempt to create smoke screens
of  propaganda,  shoddy  arguments,  and  apparently  deliberate
misrepresentations, it is not surprising that most Americans
have not signed up for his religion. However, they control the
media and educational systems, so the battle is far from over.
Equip yourself to use this conflict to share the truth by
checking out Probe’s material, on evolution and Darwinism, at
Probe.org.

Toxic Tolerance
In Breaking the Spell, Dennett assures us that atheism is the
best course, but he may be willing to tolerate other religions
if it can be shown they produce some benefits. He lists three
main options among those who call themselves religious but
vigorously advocate tolerance:

1.  False  humility.  “The  time  is  not  ripe  for  candid
declarations of religious superiority, . . . let sleeping dogs
lie in hopes that those of other faiths can gently be brought
around over the centuries.”{21}

2.  Religious  equality.  “It  really  doesn’t  matter  which
religion you swear allegiance to, as long as you have some
religion.”{22}

3. Benign neglect. “Religion . . . really doesn’t do any good
and is simply an empty historical legacy we can afford to
maintain  until  it  quietly  extinguishes  itself  (in)  the
future.”{23}

How does your faith fit into his list of viable options? If
you believe your religion is true, none of these options makes
sense. How can you “let sleeping dogs lie” or say “it doesn’t
really  matter”  when  you  have  good  news  of  eternal
significance? Moreover, if your religion is “simply an empty
historical legacy,” don’t put up with it any longer. Join with
Paul in saying, “If we have hoped in Christ in this life only,
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we are of all men most to be pitied.”{24}

Dennett’s  tolerance  options  assume  that  religions  claiming
revealed truth cannot coexist without leading to conflict and
suffering. To the contrary, religious wars are the result of
the selfish ambition of men rather than the conflict between
competing truth claims. Jesus gave us the model of authentic
religious tolerance when he said, “My kingdom is not of this
world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would be
fighting.”{25} Christianity is not about physical or political
conquest.  It  is  about  redeeming  people  from  slavery  to
freedom, from death to eternal life.

Truth is not threatened when competing worldviews are able to
enthusiastically promote their beliefs. When each person is
free to seek the truth and make truth choices without fear of
reprisals or coercion, the gospel can flourish. Eternity, not
religious wars or religious leaders, will eventually be the
judge of what is truth. In the end, truth is not determined by
the majority, but by reality.

One thing we know to be true is that “God does not desire any
to perish.”{26} Consequently, we should not accept any version
of tolerance which mutes proclaiming the good news.

Dennett wants to “break the spell” against studying religion
as  a  natural  phenomenon.  Instead,  let’s  join  together  in
lifting the spell of naturalism by proclaiming the truth that
Jesus Christ is indeed our Creator and Lord.
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The Tug of War of Reason and
Faith  in  C.S.  Lewis’s
Favorite Novel
Byron Barlowe examines the timeless battle between reason and
faith in C.S. Lewis’s novel—his favorite—Till We Have Faces.
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Are they mutually exclusive or can they balance one another?
How do we reconcile them? “To rationally look at love and
logic and to gaze along, to creatively depict and model its
living out, may soon be all that is left to us to reach a new
generation.”

“You think the gods have sent you there? All lies of priests
and poets, child . . . The god within you is the god you
should obey: reason, calmness, self-discipline.”

– The Fox, Greek tutor in Till We Have Faces[1]

“Heaven forbid we should work [the garden of our human nature]
in the spirit of . . . Stoics . . . We know very well that
what we are hacking and pruning is big with a splendour and
vitality which our rational will could never of itself have
supplied. To liberate that splendour, to let it become fully
what it is trying to be, to have tall trees instead of scrubby
tangles, and sweet apples instead of crabs, is part of our
purpose.”

– C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves[2]

A  strong  relationship  between  C.S.  Lewis’s  conceptions  of
Contemplation and Enjoyment persists throughout his novel Till
We Have Faces. It seems most fruitful for today’s apologist to
examine two primary characters’ relationship to the concepts
in  this  way:  the  Greek  slave-tutor  known  as  the  Fox,
represents cold, hard, factual rationality which grudgingly
gives a nod to the divine, but only in a limited, controlling
way. He represents Stoicism more than any other school of
thought.  Meanwhile,  the  barbarian-pagan  Priest  of  the  god
Ungit represents a less worldly wise, more mysterious and
superstitious faith, rooted in earthy experience (fertility
rites,  blood  sacrifice,  etc.).  Either  worldview  can  limit
human  nature,  truth  and  meaning.  The  Greek-infused



contemplative  life-view  (nowadays  seen  most  strongly  in
Modernism and its irreligious pupils), largely eschews the
heartfelt  experience  of  the  latter,  while  the  latter’s
religiosity often dismisses the thoughtful, discerning caution
of the former. This artificially strict dichotomy and lack of
balance  shows  forth  at  every  turn  in  the  Church  today,
creating  a  blindly  loyal  fideism  with  few  answers  for
contemplative questions; or we see, in an overcorrection, a
clinical, spiritless, formulaic religion of pure reason. The
former, an unreflective modus operandi, chills—and according
to  testimonies  of  many  apostates  and  atheists,
creates—skeptics,  who  much  like  the  Fox,  seizing  on  pure
reason, ceaselessly explain away the immaterial and numinous.
In doing so they, like the Fox’s star student Orual, act as
plaintiffs against God or the gods. One apologist recently
found that nearly all the young men he surveyed who serve as
leaders of college atheist/agnostic groups in the U.S. were
raised in church and attended Christian youth groups. Given
the ubiquity of broken families, where little love borne of
God-given freedom exists—much like the main character Orual’s
situation—and know-nothing, superstitious Christians, it is no
wonder that a mass exodus of youth from the Church continues.
One  antidote  to  the  current  state  of  imbalance  of
Contemplation (reasoned examination toward applied wisdom) and
Enjoyed faith (in Lewis’s sense, experientially realized) may
be to use and model the dual approach of Lewis’s The Four
Loves alongside Till We Have Faces. To rationally look at love
and logic and to gaze along, to creatively depict and model
its living out, may soon be all that is left to us to reach a
new generation.

In the mythic Till We Have Faces, which we will discuss here,
the dual (and often dueling) dynamics of reason (often couched
in  secularized  religion)  versus  mystical  religion  (often
superstitious) interplay in various characters. It may help to
explore these chief characters Lewis creates to embody the
story of clashing worlds and worldviews, as well as the Fox’s



prize student, Orual. Meanwhile, we will briefly attempt to
apply the lessons Lewis teaches apologists into the modern
milieu.

First, Lewis revealed the predominant worldview, the Fox’s
philosophy,  early  in  the  novel  as  he  tutored  Orual.  His
Platonic views were summarized thus, “‘No man can be an exile
if  he  remembers  that  all  the  world  is  one  city,’  and
‘Everything is as good or bad as our opinion makes it.’”[3] As
a well-taught classical Greek, he sets out to import real
learning into the barbarian kingdom to which he is enslaved.
Orual admired her “grandfather’s” constant quest for knowledge
and carried on his tendency to question, Socratically, all
that went on. Yet, since her dear Fox, always the philosopher,
seemed “ashamed of loving poetry (‘All folly, my child’), she
overachieves in philosophy to “get a poem out of him.”[4]
Foretelling the dismissiveness and globalizing of the numinous
by  today’s  naturalistic  thinkers,  the  Fox  scoffs  at
surpranatural / supernatural explanations with a curt, “these
things  come  about  by  natural  causes.”[5]  In  an  ancient
instance  of  positive-mental-attitude-laced  freethinking,  he
lectures, “we must learn, child, not to fear anything that
nature  brings.”[6]  When  Orual’s  sister  Psyche  goes  about
ostensibly healing the townspeople, and Orual asks about the
validity of the claims, Fox the Naturalist characteristically
keeps the options limited but somewhat open. “It might be in
accordance  with  nature  that  some  hands  can  heal.  Who
knows?”[7] Herein lies a bit of epistemic humility, somewhat
disingenuous it seems, something this writer detects quite a
lot among materialist-naturalists.

The  Fox’s  framework  of  Platonic  forms  emerges  in  his
assessment of Psyche’s ethereal beauty, “delight[ing] to say,
she was ‘according to nature’; what every woman, or even every
thing, ought to have been and meant to be, but had missed by
some  trip  of  chance.”[8]  While  talk  of  gods  peppered  his
language (“Ah, Zeus” and “by the gods”—more than curses?),



fate  seems  to  drive  the  universe’s  cause  and  effect.  He
considers suicide and opines about returning to the elements
in death, fatefully acquiescing, to which Orual beseeches,
“But, Grandfather, do you really in your heart believe nothing
of what is said about the gods and Those Below? But you do . .
. you are trembling.” His Gnostic-tinged response: the body
fails me. I am a fool, being trapped in it so long.[9] From
what little the writer knows of Greek theology, its progeny
thrives in and out of the Church today as an admixture of
practical atheism, pantheism and pragmatism. Lewis sneaks in
the side door of the skeptical fortress by characterizing so
strongly the Fox, whose loving humanity belies his deadening
philosophy.  If  Lewis’s  retelling  of  ancient  myth  can  be
refashioned again, or better, simply read, truth and meaning
may get through.

On the second worldview, Lewis sets forth the theme of a
grounding darkness, holy and otherworldly, chiefly through the
pagan Priest of the local goddess Ungit. The Priest served as
prophet, harbinger of judgment. He repeats the warning of
Ungit’s all-hearing ears and vengefulness to the irreligious
king on two occasions[10] He carries out shadowy, ancient
rituals without explanation and in dark places, sticky with
blood offerings. Even outside the dank and sacred temple,
“every hour the Priest of Ungit walked around [the sacred
fire],” narrates Orual, “and threw in the proper things.”[11]
Throughout, Lewis equates the holy with the mysterious, the
hidden  and  darkened.  Divine  silence,  corresponding  to  the
biblical God’s hiddenness and holiness, presents as a major
theme of Till We Have Faces. The Priest offers few and brief
explanations.[12]  The  god  judging  Orual  in  the  afterlife
allows her lifelong complaints to speak for themselves. Her
resultant epiphany balances the equation between reason and
religion, witty words and wordless (if corrupted) wisdom, and
reconciles the silence: “I saw well why the gods do not speak
to us openly, nor let us answer. Till that word [of inner
secret] can be dug out of us, why should they hear the babble



we think we mean?”[13] These characters serve as foils for one
another, a creative way to tie Modern rationalism to man’s
inexorable and entirely unnatural acknowledgment of both the
spiritual, or numinous and the moral law.

Sixteen years previous, Lewis had published The Problem of
Pain,  wherein  he  explores  this  undeniable  yet  insanely
irrational or rather supernaturally revealed sense of numinous
awe and moral law inherent in every man and culture. As if
foreshadowing the clash of worldviews in discussion, Lewis
writes, “Man . . . can close his spiritual eyes against the
Numinous, if he is prepared to part company with half the
great poets and prophets of his race, with his own childhood,
with the richness and depth of uninhibited experience [the
Fox, to a high degree, or] . . . He can refuse to identify the
Numinous  with  the  righteous,  and  remain  a  barbarian,
worshipping sexuality, or the dead, or the lifeforce, or the
future [the old Priest].”[14] The concepts of Contemplation
and Enjoyment intertwine through a scholar and a man of the
altar, through the gods and humans alike. In life and in myth,
“men, and gods, flow in and out and mingle.”[15]

The Fox’s and Priest’s views of one another and each other’s
worldview clashed like contemporary apologetic debates. The
Fox saw the Priest’s work as “mischief”[16] and nonsense. “A
child of six would talk more sense” was the Fox’s response to
the  apparent  contradictions  of  the  Priestly  doctrines
regarding  the  Great  Offering.[17]  Contrarily,  the  Priest
reflexively dismisses the Fox’s Greek wisdom. According to
Orual, “like all sacred matters, [a sacred, acted ritual] is
and it is not (so that it was easy for the Fox to show its
manifold  contradictions).”[18]  Yet,  “even  Stoicism  finds
itself willy-nilly bowing the knee to God.”[19] The Fox at
times let down his learned persona, evidencing the axiom that
man is inherently religious. Yes, he gave a regular nod to the
gods,  and  at  the  birth  of  Orual’s  sister  Psyche  he  says
wistfully, almost wishfully, “Now by all the gods . . . I



could almost believe that there really is divine blood in your
family.” Though his comment regards the family bloodline, one
picks up here and elsewhere a religious man, who then quickly
covers  the  sentiment  with  appeals  to  reason,  even
rationalization.  Such  characterization  seems  both
autobiographical on Lewis’s part and testimony to his many
dealings  with  materialist,  humanist,  secularist,  liberal
Christian, and unbelieving scholars and laymen.

The  Priest’s  mythical,  experiential  religious  conviction
versus  the  Fox’s  worldly  wisdom  weaves  itself  through  a
climactic showdown. A death sentence falls on Psyche as the
Accursed, to be offered to the goddess Ungit. (Here is the
clash of wills between man and the divine in a crisis of state
and religion so often seen in history.[20]) “Ungit will be
avenged. It’s not a bull or ram [sacrifice] that will quiet
her now,” pronounces the Priest.[21] He mentions “the Brute,”
who legend says will take away the human sacrifice. In classic
rational fashion, the King challenges, “Who has ever seen this
Brute . . . What is it like, eh?” In this moment, the Fox
presents himself as the King’s counsellor, living out his
reasonable  raison  d’etre.  Prosecution-style,  he  determines
that the Brute only exists as an image, a shadow, six-year-old
nonsense. The Priest dismisses this as “the wisdom of the
Greeks,” and seeks the peoples’ fear as a fallback position.
(Interestingly, many who either believe in or dismiss the
supernatural and mystical seek strength in numbers, popular
opinion to make their case, which is no argument at all.) The
high stakes exchange illustrates the gravity and consequences
of the age-old clash. If religion is to be followed, it must
be regulated by reason; if reason is to properly play its
part, it must bow to realities beyond its grasp.

The Priest and Fox provide an extremely stark contrast of
views during this conflict. The Fox presents a compare-and-
contrast list of the Priest’s teachings, revealing what he
believes defies the Law of Non-Contradiction.[22] The Priest



first  responds  to  the  abstractions  by  appeal  to  concrete
realities. Greek wisdom “brings no rain and grows no corn.” He
portrays  such  constricting  logic  as  unable  to  offer
“understanding of holy things . . . demand[ing] to see such
things clearly, as if the gods were no more than letters
written in a book . . .nothing,” he continues, “that is said
clearly [about the gods] can be said truly about them . . .
Holy wisdom is not clear and thin like water, but thick and
dark like blood.”[23] The apologist cannot help but think of
the  frustration  of  trying  to  communicate  the  mysterious
paradoxes  of  spiritual  truth  and  meaning  to  skeptics  who
demand only linear logic from a naturalist point of view. (The
Fox continually appeals to “the Nature of things” and says
“according to Nature.”) One must also guard against becoming
Fox-like,  limiting  inquiry  and  explanation  merely  to  that
accessible to the physical senses and human reason. Either
philosopher  or  accommodating  priest  /  poet  can  make  that
mistake; via their opposite approaches, whether overly from
man’s reason or God’s assumed reasons, deny the paradoxes of
reality.

Ironically,  Orual’s  conversion  to  real  belief  in  the
numinous—halting  and  years-long—begins  during  this  fight.
Though she’d “have hanged the Priest and made the Fox a king”
if she could, she realized the power lay in the Priest’s
position.[24] Her convincing comes in a climactic moment, when
pressed  at  literal  knifepoint  to  stop  prophesying  the
unwelcome judgment, the Priest shows unearthly peace, calm,
and indeed a willingness to die. “While I have breath,” he
intoned, “I am Ungit’s voice.” Resolute and full of faith at
death’s door, his was evidence beyond reason, much as the
testimony of Christ’s Apostles in their martyrdoms. This was
not lost on Orual, who narrates, “The Fox had taught me to
think—at any rate to speak of—the Priest as of a mere schemer
and  a  politic  man”  who  pretended  and  said  whatever  would
provide him power or gain, in Ungit’s name.[25] The Fox’s
prize student now saw through personal experience—the kind he



taught her to guard against—that the Priest was sincere unto
death. “He was sure of Ungit.”[26] He may have been mistaken
or  misled,  but  he  did  not  pretend.  One  of  the  modern
apologist’s  greatest  arguments  is  a  convinced  life  and  a
faith, well-tested, sometimes right in front of the skeptic.
The ultimate witness: a life and death scenario.

After a lifetime, in the afterlife, the Fox repents of his
constraints and biases of the supernatural and religious. In
this, Lewis communicates a truth applicable today. “I taught
[Orual], as men teach a parrot, to say ‘Lies of poets,’ and
‘Ungit’s a false image.’ . . . I never told her why the old
Priest got something from the dark House [of Ungit] that I
never got from my trim sentences . . . I made her think a
prattle of maxims would do, all thin and clear as water.”[27]
How like so many testimonies of those who, in our day, come to
Christ after years of dismissing and rationally ruling out the
reality  of  the  transcendent.  Words  are  cheap  and  book
knowledge only gets one so far, the Fox admits. What a mirror
of teachers who lead people of faith away from that which
requires revelation using smart-sounding verbiage. Hence, for
those  enamored  with  the  Richard  Dawkinses  of  our  time,  a
reading of this novel may be the foxiest way of all to reach
them.

Orual is a product of her own Need-Love[28], which is serviced
alternately by her Fox-taught Greek rationalism and belief in
humanoid gods, whom she thinks she can control. As a young
woman  being  flirted  with  by  a  prince  on  the  lam,  she
characteristically staunches true emotions. “I had a fool’s
wish to lengthen” the encounter, she says. “But I came to my
senses.” On her odyssey to save her sister from a supposedly
evil  god,  Orual  blocks  every  sentiment  with  controlling
motherly logic, eschewing all glimpses of and desires for the
divine. She chooses to outwit the gods. She ends up the pawn
in the hands of the gods, however gracious, that she fancied
to be her equals.



The  Orual-Queen-Psyche’s-twin  character  spends  a  lifetime
employing  Greek  wisdom  learned  under  the  Fox  to  seek  out
life’s mysteries of human and divine relations, up to the
bittersweet end, constantly denouncing the gods for the woes
she experiences. Face to face with divinity, her bitter hiding
reveals her glorious humanity. Now, true-faced, she is free.
Up until then the helpless, yet defiantly and impressively
skillful independence she exhibits as a mothering sister, and
later as regent, so well illustrate fallen human defiance of
the true God of the Bible, seen most vividly in well-educated
apostates and atheists today. Those unbelievers, consumed by
angry  confusion  regarding  suffering  and  life’s  seeming
futilities, should find both empathy and resolution in this
novel.[29] While doing excellently (in human terms) for a
lifetime, as Orual did, one can still deny the existence of
the divine while cursing the god’s or God’s supposed effects
on  mere  mortals.  Orual’s  torturous  private  thought  life
increasingly revealed her sin nature, which she turned back
into ravings against the fate of the gods. Control was her
only weapon, until the deaths of all who propped up her life
and kingdom, and until visions of her corrupted affections
forced humility upon her. Such desperate machinations to live
a meaningful life in the face of deadening routine punctuated
by tragedy, in turn, raises the biggest questions of life: Why
are we here? Are we mere mortals or eternal beings with a
destiny? If the latter, what or who determines our fate—is
there  really  meaningful  choice  or  only  divine  whim  or
something  else?  Lewis  creates  multi-layered  characters  who
live out the quest for ultimate answers.

In another resolution of sorts, the myth comes full circle
through the Fox and priesthood back to Greece. Arnom, the new
Priest of Ungit, adds a notation on Orual’s book (at our
novel’s end) entreating anyone travelling to Greece to take it
there,[30] which may ironically imply that the barbarians had
something  to  teach  the  world’s  greatest  philosophers.
Likelier, Arnom, who put himself under the tutelage of the



Fox, meant to dedicate the Queen’s life saga to a greater
civilization. Is this a symbolic merging and maturing of the
two schools of thought and faith? A reference to Arnom as
“priest  of  Aphrodite,”  likely  indicates  his  fuller
“Greekification.” Whether this change was for ill, good or
neutral is hard to say. Perhaps the former priest of the crude
barbarian goddess Ungit was effectively sending a message, as
if to preach: “To those in Greece, supreme land of learning
and reason, place of the gods of the philosophers, we commend
you this account of a Being beyond description who revealed
our Queen’s aching fallenness, journey into redemption, and
glorified revelation as a goddess in her own right.” This
writer’s  weak  grasp  of  Greek  mythology  and  theology
notwithstanding, it seems clear Lewis offers much resolution
of reason and religion, of the contemplative and the Enjoyed,
however incomplete it must naturally be.

[1] C.S. Lewis, Till We Have Faces, (San Diego and New York: A
Harvest Book / Harcourt, 1956), 302-303.

[2] C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves, (San Diego and New York: A
Harvest Book / Harcourt, 1960), 117.

[3] Lewis, Till We Have Faces, 7.

[4] Ibid., 8.

[5] Ibid., 10.

[6] Ibid., 14.

[7] Ibid., 31

[8] Ibid., 22.

[9] Ibid., 17-18.

[10] Ibid., 15,54.

[11] Ibid., 14.



[12] Ibid., 15-16, etc.

[13] Ibid., 293-294.

[14] Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York: HarperCollins,
1940), 14-15.

[15] Lewis, Till We Have Faces, 301.

[16] Ibid., 33.

[17] Ibid., 49.

[18] Ibid., 268.

[19] Lewis, The Problem of Pain, 13.

[20] From the little the writer knows of Plato’s Republic,
there seem to be echoes of it here in the Fox’s views. Worth
exploring.

[21] Lewis, Till We Have Faces, 46.

[22] Ibid., 49-50.

[23] Ibid., 50.

[24] Ibid., 51.

[25] Ibid., 54.

[26] Ibid.

[27] Ibid., 295.

[28] Lewis, The Four Loves, chapter 2 (“Affection”).

[29] The writer plans to use the novel and its contemplative
companion,  The  Four  Loves,  to  reach  out  to  a  struggling
apostate with mother issues on both sides of her adoption.

[30] Lewis, Till We Have Faces, 308-309.



Glee-wind: Grilled Cheesus
Oct. 16, 2010

Episode background: Major character Finn Hudson accidentally
burns his grilled cheese sandwich, imprinting one side of it
with the face of Jesus Christ. Finn takes this as a sign to
take his nominal Christianity more seriously, irony intended
by the writers it seems as Finn begins to pray to his sandwich
which he now refers to as Grilled Cheesus. Every trivial and
selfish thing Finn asks of Grilled Cheesus comes to pass;
meanwhile, Finn’s Glee Club friend Kurt might be losing his
father to heart disease — it doesn’t dawn on Finn to pray for
Kurt  or  his  father;  instead  he  prays  that  he  might  be
quarterback  again.

Most of the Glee kids turn to their faith in trying to deal
with  the  news  of  Kurt’s  father  and  more  poignantly,  the
immense pain of their friend. Kurt refuses to be comforted
with  his  friends’  prayers  or  anything  which  derives  from
religious faith, which he considers ridiculous, irrelevant,
and ignorant.

So… Grilled Cheesus the sacred sandwich very well may be the
most sacrilegious (and hilarious) thing since Monty Python.
But the episode as a whole really brought some very important
spiritual  issues  to  the  table.  Issues  like:  It’s  okay  to
publicly deny faith but not proclaim it. Conundrums like: You
can’t prove God doesn’t exist and you can’t prove he does.
Problems like Hell; questions like: Why does it sometimes seem
God answers prayers about winning football games but not about
real human pain and suffering. It also highlights the fact
that, for many, intellectual objections toward, and knee-jerk
reactions against, religion are often on some level a shield

https://probe.org/glee-wind-grilled-cheesus/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xOrgLj9lOwk&feature=related


protecting  deeply  painful,  deeply  real  experiences:  Sue’s
inability  to  pray  hard  enough  to  help  her  “handicapable”
sister, Kurt’s being rejected and marginalized and bullied by
those  who  should  love  him  most.  Sure,  both  Sue  and  Kurt
misunderstand certain aspects of God’s nature and the way he
works  in  the  world.  But  so  what?  That  can’t  really  be
addressed until we walk with them in their pain, like Mercedes
does. Mercedes didn’t give up on loving Kurt even after he
rejected her and ridiculed her religion out of the abyss of
his pain. She wasn’t pushy. She just loved him. She “had [him]
at ‘fabulous hat’.”

This episode seems to reject Sue’s wrong, but widely held,
understanding of separation of Church and State. The episode
seems to reject Kurt’s aggressive atheism (so at least it’s
equal opportunity religious tolerance), growing him from this
position to one that’s more open — to others’ spirituality and
how that affects the way they inevitably relate to him if
nothing  else.  “Grilled  Cheesus”  rejects  the  moralistic
therapeutic deism rampant among Christian teens (and adults);
and  through  Emma’s  talk  with  Finn  it  also  rejects  over-
spiritualizing everything that happens. The episode affirms
the reality of religious doubt and uncertainty and the often
person-relative  struggles  of  everyone’s  own  spiritual
journeying,  which  we  should  affirm.  It  affirms  religious
pluralism, which we reject. (See Bethany Keeley-Jonker’s post
at  ThinkingChristian.com  which  makes  this  important  point
about Mercedes’s pluralism.)

There’s  much,  much  more  to  dig  out  and  explore  in  this
episode, which isn’t uncommon for Glee. And there are multiple
possible interpretations among all that lies beneath, and that
isn’t uncommon for Glee either; things are often complicated
and ambiguous. You can’t judge Glee by a single episode, or by
what’s on the surface. It’s a project where characters and
ideas are allowed to grow and develop in real-life messiness.

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

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

Emerging Adults: A New Life Stage
These 18– to 23–year–olds represent the future leaders of our

http://reneamac.com/2010/10/16/glee-wind-grilled-cheesus/
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nation  and  our  churches  and  will  be  the  parents  of  the
children who will lead America into the second half of the
twenty–first century. Barring a major change in our culture,
their attitudes toward Christianity are a preview of the role
of Christianity in America in the near future. Those of us
committed  to  Jesus’  Great  Commission  should  recognize  the
importance of understanding these cultural trends so that we
effectively  communicate  the  truth  of  the  gospel  to  an
increasingly  confused  culture.

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

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

Because of these factors, most young adults assume that they
will  go  through  an  extended  period  of  transition,  trying
different  life  experiences,  living  arrangements,  careers,
relationships, and viewpoints until they finally are able to
stand on their own and settle down. Many of those surveyed are
smarting from poor life choices and harmful lifestyles, yet
they profess to have “no regrets” and are generally optimistic
about their personal future when they finally get to the point
they are able to stand on their own. Some researchers refer to
this  recently  created  life  phase  as  “emerging  adulthood,”



covering the period from 18 to 29. Through the rest of this
article, we will refer to this age range as emerging adults.
Keep in mind that the surveys and interviews are limited to
the range from 18 to 23 and there will certainly be some
difference between 29–year–olds and this lower range.

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

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

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

Most  emerging  adults  cannot  even  conceive  of,  much  less
believe in, the existence of a common shared reality that
applies to all people. According to Smith and Snell, “They
cannot,  for  whatever  reason,  believe  in—or  sometimes  even
conceive of—a given, objective truth, fact, reality, or nature
of  the  world  that  is  independent  of  their  subjective
self–experience and that in relation to which they and others
might learn or be persuaded to change. . . . People are thus
trying to communicate with each other in order to simply be
able to get along and enjoy life as they see fit. Beyond that,
anything truly objectively shared or common or real seems
impossible  to  access.”{3}  It  appears  that  the  perceived



inability to know objective truth causes emerging adults to
settle for getting along and enjoying life as the highest good
they can aspire to. This cultural theme is driving them into
the life of vanity Solomon warns us of in Ecclesiastes rather
than the life of higher calling Paul knew when he wrote:

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

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

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

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

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

Without any concept of an objective standard, morality is
determined by one’s individual feelings. If you feel good



about an action then it is right. If you feel bad about an
action  it  is  wrong.  Most  emerging  adults  would  say,  “If
something would hurt another person, it is probably bad; if it
does not and is not illegal, it’s probably fine.”{5}

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

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

The authors continue:

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

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

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

Most emerging adults are still unsure as to what their purpose
in life might be. Is there something greater that they should



devote themselves to? Lacking any concept of a common good
takes the teeth out God’s command to “love your neighbor as
yourself” (Matt 22:39) and to “regard others as more important
than yourself, do not merely look out for your own personal
interests, but also for the interests of others” (Phil 2:3–4).

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

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

Theme #4: Sex is not a moral issue.

Partying,  hooking  up,  having  sex,  and  cohabitating  are
generally viewed as an essential aspect of the transition from
teen  years  to  adulthood.  This  cultural  theme  creates  a
dissonance  with  their  attitude  toward  serious  practice  of
religion since they recognize that most religions are not
favorable  towards  partying  and  sex  outside  of  marriage.
Choosing to ignore any religious moral teaching from their
teen years, “the vast majority of emerging adults nonetheless
believe that cohabiting is a smart if not absolutely necessary
experience and phase for moving toward an eventual successful
and happy marriage. . . . None of the emerging adults who are
enthusiastic  about  cohabiting  as  a  means  to  prevent



unsuccessful  marriages  seem  aware  that  nearly  all  studies
consistently show that couples who live together before they
marry are more, not less, likely to later divorce than couples
who did not live together before their weddings.”{10}

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

Feelings towards religion

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

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

Even though they realize that religions claim to be different



and to have the truth, most emerging adults believe that all
religions share the same basic principles. Basically, religion
is about belief in God and learning to be a good person. One
respondent put it this way: “The line of thought that I follow
is  that  it  doesn’t  matter  what  you  practice.  Faith  is
important  to  everybody,  and  it  does  the  same  thing  for
everybody, no matter what your religion is.” Another said, “I
find it really hard to believe that one religion is exactly
true.  I  would  say  that  if  anything’s  right,  it  would  be
probably something common in most religions.”{12}

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

Purpose of religion

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

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

Kids learn right and wrong from church activities. “By the



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

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

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

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

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

· The family’s faith is associated with dependence.
· Religious congregations are not a place of real belonging.
· Friends hardly talk about religion.
· Moral Therapeutic Deism (MTD) is still alive and well. (see

http://www.probe.org/site/c.fdKEIMNsEoG/b.4224871/k.9D3E/Total_Truth.htm
http://www.probe.org/site/c.fdKEIMNsEoG/b.4224871/k.9D3E/Total_Truth.htm


“Is This the Last Christian Generation.”)
· What seems right to me” is authoritative.
· Take or leave what you want.
· Evidence and proof trump “blind faith.”{18}
· Mainstream religion is fine, probably.
· Religion is a personal choice—not social or institutional.
· There is no way to finally know what is true.

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

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

However, before banking on that historical trend, we need to
remember that these emerging adults will be entering their
thirties in a culture very different than the culture of the
late 70s and early 80s. During this period, as Smith points
out,  “the  larger  popular  culture  of  that  era  was  still

https://www.probe.org/is-this-the-last-christian-generation/


oriented around the outlook of ideological modernity.” This
outlook  supported  the  ideal  that  if  we  applied  ourselves
diligently we could uncover absolute truths on which to base a
successful life. Today’s emerging adults are immersed in a
postmodern  culture  that  “stressed  difference  over  unity,
relativity  over  universals,  subjective  experience  over
rational authorities, feeling over reason.” In this cultural
environment  there  is  little  reason  to  be  hostile  toward
organized religion, but there is also little reason to pursue
it either.

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

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



At  the  same  time,  there  is  a  large  minority  that  has
experienced  changes  in  these  areas.

Over  one  third  of  the  emerging  adults  surveyed  are  now
affiliated with a different religious group than they were
five years ago. On the positive side, twenty–five percent of
those who originally identified themselves as Not Religious
are  now  affiliated  with  a  Christian  religion  (mostly
evangelical  denominations).  However,  over  the  same  period,
seventeen  percent  of  those  who  originally  identified
themselves  as  Christian  now  identify  themselves  as  Not
Religious.  The  greatest  changes  were  seen  among  mainline
Protestant denominations where fully one half of the emerging
adults  changed  their  affiliations  with  half  of  those
identifying  as  Not  Religious  and  most  of  the  rest  now
affiliated  with  evangelical  Protestant  denominations.

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

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

Percent of those surveyed who ascribed
to a particular religious belief

Belief
U.S. CP MP

2008 2003 2008 2008



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

44 70 57 33

Jesus was the
Son of God who
was raised from

the dead.

68 83 59

Only people
whose sins are

forgiven
through faith
in Jesus go to

heaven.

43 64 33

Only one
religion is

true.
29 49 45 22

Morals are not
relative; there
is a standard.

51 65 50

God is a
personal being
involved in the
lives of people

today.

63 79 74 57

Demons or evil
spirits exist.

47 66 63 32

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

10 22 10

CP – Conservative Protestant MP – Mainline Protestant



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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

Religiously Strong Parents

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



the best empirical evidence shows that . . . when it comes to
religion, parents are in fact hugely important . . . By
contrast  it  is  well  worth  noting,  the  direct  religious
influence of peers during the teenage years . . . proved to
have a significantly weaker and more qualified influence on
emerging  adult  religious  outcomes  than  parents.  Parental
influences, in short, trump peer influences.{19}

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

Personal Religious Disciplines

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



One take–away from this finding: perhaps we should judge the
success of our youth groups less on the number of teenagers
attending events, trips, and classes and more on the number
who are committed to personal spiritual disciplines because
they  recognize  the  value  they  bring.  Perhaps  it  is  worth
risking the “attendance hit” of having fewer fun times in
order teach them the importance of “longing for the pure milk
of the Word” (1 Peter 2:2).

College vs. Culture

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

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

· the growing influence of campus–based religious groups
·  colleges  changing  attitudes  to  be  more  supportive  of
religious interests
· a growing number of committed Christian faculty



· the growth of religious colleges and universities
· the major long–term decline in American college students’
interest in answering questions about the meaning of life
· the influence of postmodern relativism which undercuts the
authority of the professors as a source of truth
· adolescents who are less rebellious and more conventional
than earlier generations

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

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

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



Emerging Adults: Exposing Some Myths
As is often the case, a careful examination of well–designed
cultural  research  identifies  weaknesses  in  popularly  held
perceptions of reality; that is, facts often expose myths.
Let’s look at three popular myths that must be modified or
discarded in the light of the NYSR results.

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

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

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



is  analyzed,  it  appears  that  less  than  five  percent  of
emerging  adults  could  be  considered  as  spiritual  but  not
religious.

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

Myth 2: Emerging adults are hostile toward the church.

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

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



allegedly promising way.”{25}

Once again this is a good news / bad news story. The good news
is that most emerging adults do not have strong emotional
barriers build up against organized religion. However, the
vast majority of them are indifferent to religion and confused
about its role in life. According to Smith,

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

Myth 3: Religious practice does not impact personal behavior.

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

· more than twice as likely to give and volunteer their time
·  more  than  four  times  less  likely  to  engage  in  binge
drinking or drugs
· twenty–five percent more likely to have attended college
· almost two times less likely to think that buying more



things would make them happier
· twice as likely to abstain from pornography
· more than twice as likely to have abstained from sexual
intercourse outside of marriage

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

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

Notes
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See Also:

Emerging Adults Part 2: Distinctly Different Faiths
Emerging Adults A Closer Look

The Importance of Parents in the Faith of Emerging Adults
Cultural Captives – a book on the faith of emerging adults

Only  Science  Addresses
Reality?
Dr. Ray Bohlin comments on the hubris of Drs. Coyne and Cobb
in  their  op-ed  in  Nature,  in  which  they  claim  that  only
science  addresses  reality.  Religion,  they  say,  must  be
silenced. This alarming sentiment has already met reality in
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California.

Would it surprise you to hear that churches may eventually be
prohibited  from  teaching  any  ideas  contrary  to  Darwinian
evolution? “No way!” you say. “The Constitution guarantees
freedom  of  speech!  The  first  amendment  guarantees  that
Congress  can  pass  no  law  restricting  or  promoting  any
religious  exercise!”

Well, yes the Constitution does that, but be patient with me
and I’ll show why the answer to the opening question could be
“yes.”

In the current issue of Nature, probably the most prestigious
science journal in the world, a letter to the editor appeared
in the August 28, 2008 issue on page 1049. Two well-known
evolutionary biologists, University of Chicago’s Jerry Coyne
and University of Manchester’s Matthew Cobb wrote the letter
to complain about a previous editorial expressing hope that
the  Templeton  Foundation,  which  funds  research  into  the
relationship between science and religion, might bring about
some helpful resolutions.

Coyne and Cobb couldn’t disagree more:

We were perplexed by your Editorial on the work of the
Templeton  Foundation….  Surely  science  is  about  material
explanations  of  the  world—explanations  that  can  inspire
those spooky feelings of awe, wonder and reverence in the
hyper-evolved human brain.

Religion, on the other hand, is about humans thinking that
awe, wonder and reverence are the clue to understanding a
God-built Universe…. There is a fundamental conflict here,
one that can never be reconciled until all religions cease
making claims about the nature of reality (emphasis added).

The scientific study of religion is indeed full of big
questions that need to be addressed, such as why belief in



religion is negatively correlated with an acceptance of
evolution. One could consider psychological studies of why
humans are superstitious and believe impossible things….

…You  suggest  that  science  may  bring  about  “advances  in
theological thinking.” In reality, the only contribution
that science can make to the ideas of religion is atheism
(emphasis added).

Coyne and Cobb clearly state that religion has no authority to
make claims about reality. If science is allowed to persist in
this audacious distortion of religion and science, then any
kind  of  teaching  that  is  critical  of  any  aspect  of
naturalistic  evolution  would  be  considered  a  negative
influence on society as a whole. Religion is seen as crossing
its constitutionally protected borders.

Biology teachers constantly complain now that what they teach
about evolution is contradicted by the churches their students
attend. This is obviously quite frustrating. If science is the
only branch of knowledge that is allowed to make claims about
reality, then religious teachings should not be allowed to
interfere.

You  may  still  be  thinking  that  I’m  taking  this  too  far.
Consider though that the California state university system
already refuses to give credit for high school science courses
that  include  anything  beyond  naturalistic  evolution.  Many
Christian private school graduates in California are finding
that  their  science  courses  are  not  accepted  at  state
universities. Essentially that means you don’t get in unless
you can make those credits up by taking junior college science
courses that meet the evolution-only standard.

State governments may easily decide that they need to help
these religious school graduates out by requiring that these
religious schools not be allowed to teach religious material
that contradicts state-mandated standards. It’s a violation of



the separation of church and state, after all!

If  you  ever  questioned  the  importance  of  the
evolution/Intelligent Design controversy, I hope you see the
point now. Unless we can convince a sufficient minority in the
science community that science is limited and the subject of
origins is one of those limitations, we may not be able to
legally teach students anything about creation or Intelligent
Design.

While Coyne and Cobb certainly don’t represent all scientists,
they are not alone! Trust me. I watched a video recently of
Jerry Coyne making a presentation at a scientific meeting
where he basically made the very same claim. NO one objected.
He  was  applauded  enthusiastically.  Watch  it  for  yourself
here. While the whole lecture is worth watching, the last
eight minutes when he presents a slide with just the word
“Religion” is the key segment.

Coyne and others are trying to establish what Nancy Pearcey
called the fact/value split in her book Total Truth. To Coyne
science  is  based  on  fact.  Only  material  explanations  are
allowed in science since religion is based on personal values
and have nothing to do with facts. Therefore if you try to
inject  your  personal  values  (Creation,  Intelligent  Design)
into the world of facts (science) this is a violation of the
rules of science. It’s not allowed.

According to Jerry Coyne speaking in the video, the only way
to  increase  the  acceptance  of  evolution  is  to  reduce  or
eliminate the influence of religion. The two are incompatible!
Coyne  is  unable  to  see  that  he  also  has  a  worldview,
materialism, which influences how he interprets the data of
science. He erroneously believes he is being objective about
his interpretation.

This is a cultural battle as well as a scientific battle. For
more information and resources from Probe to help you educate

http://www.rockefeller.edu/evolution/video.php?src=coyne_low


yourself and others about evolution and Intelligent Design see
browse our articles at www.probe.org. If we don’t “tear down
strongholds”  like  this,  we  may  find  ourselves  behind
impenetrable,  silent  walls.

© 2008 Probe Ministries

“You Are Deluded and I Feel
Sorry for You”
Sue, your work (I was just on your
web page: www.probe.org/angels-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ugly/)
sounds like that of your so called “Bad” or “Ugly” angels.
Helping people who want to leave homosexuality—you scare them
to? What I’ve read here I’m afraid to say is almost complete
utter bollocks. I laugh in your face and hope you do something
worthwhile someday. I think the words in other religions are
equally as valid as your “Holier than thou” book. Hey check
out any books by Aleister Crowley and also: Jesus Lived in
India by Holger Kersten. The Bible–Xeroxed for thousands of
years, translated several times, usually (ie. King James) not
very well. You are deluded, and I feel sorry for you. (only a
little!) � Hey! Do the world a favor–lighten up and stop bible
bashing.

Hello ________,

Have you ever gone to a restaurant and looked at a menu? You
might have found items on the menu you weren’t interested in.
My husband, for example, really dislikes fish and won’t ever
order it. But no one in the restaurant tries to force the fish
down his throat.

http://www.probe.org/
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I understand that you think what I have written, and where I
choose to devote my time, is utter foolishness to you, and
that is your right. But it is available to those who are
looking for wisdom and information from a Christian world
view, and that is why I have it on the website.

You  have  a  lot  of  opinions  but  not  much  in  the  way  of
supporting evidence. I, on the other hand, am such a convinced
Christian because I have investigated the evidence, which you
might find compelling if you ever approached it with an open
mind.

Should you get to the point where you find your beliefs aren’t
consistent with reality, and your life isn’t working for you.
. . bookmark our website. There is truth and light here for
those who seek it. For those who don’t—nobody’s forcing them
to eat fish when what they want is tofu.

Cheerily,

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

“What Resources Can Help Me
Witness to Hindus?”
Please  could  you  send  me  details  about  how  to  share  my
Christian faith with Hindu friends and any literature that I
could use with them. At present I am running a large parent
toddler group here in the UK [United Kingdom] and many Indian
Hindus are coming and I need some good literature and advice
on how to share Jesus with them. If you can help me please
reply.
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Thanks for your letter. One of the most useful resources I’ve
found  for  this  purpose  is  The  Compact  Guide  to  World
Religions. This book not only includes chapters on the history
and doctrine of various religions (including Hinduism), but it
also includes helpful suggestions on how to share the gospel
with such people.

Helpful articles on the Probe site include “Hinduism” and “Do
All Roads Lead to God?”

Of course, by far the most important thing you can do is pray
for these people, show them the love of Christ, and offer them
peace and rest in their hearts through the forgiveness of sins
by faith in Christ Jesus.

Hope these resources are helpful to you. Blessings to you in
your ministry!

Michael Gleghorn

2007 Probe Ministries

Life in a Secular Culture –
Christian Worldview Living in
a Secular World
Rick  Wade  looks  at  the  similarities  and  the  differences
between  the  views  offered  by  our  secular  culture  and  a
Christian, biblical worldview. Understanding the significant
differences will help us choose to think biblically about
situations we face in our secular society.

We get our cues about how to live from the society in which we
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live. Maybe I should say the societies in which we live since,
in this day and age, we can find ourselves moving back and
forth between very different worlds. Christians belong to the
mini-societies of our churches which might extend beyond the
walls of our church to define our friendships, our social
lives. We also live and work and play in a secular society
which is sending us messages constantly about how to live, how
to talk, what to wear; in short, what is important in life.

Secular  means  that  which  is  defined  apart  from  anything
religious. Peter Berger, a sociologist, put it this way: By
secularization we mean the process by which sectors of society
and  culture  are  removed  from  the  domination  of  religious
institutions and symbols…. It affects the totality of cultural
life and of ideation. In other words, secularism works its
fingers  into  all  of  life,  including  the  ideas  we  hold.
Secularization also refers the consciousness of individuals
who decreasingly view the world with a religious perspective.
So the influence of religion declines in society and in us
individually  as  we  think  about  life  with  lessor  with  no
reference to God. {1}

Without God shaping its vision, what does our society teach us
about how to think and act? Think about it. How are we shaped
by the culture in which we live? Just identifying a few things
can  be  a  start  to  combating  the  corrosive  effects  of
secularism  in  our  lives.

Here are a few things that come to mind.

My society tells me that my experience and my opinion are all-
important (and it thinks of opinion as a purely subjective
thing). No one else has the right to set the rules for me.
And, if there’s a God (and most Americans believe there is),
He (or She or It) pretty much leaves us to make our own
choices. So I am supposed to refer first to my own tastes and
desires when making choices. And that’s what really happens
when I’m not thinking about it. Vocation, where I live, what



music I listen to, what church I attend—it’s all up to me.
Yes, I know that there are a number of legitimate reasons we
make choices that are different from those others make. The
point is, should our individual tastes and desires be our
primary criteria?

I noted that my society tells me my own experience and opinion
is all-important. It’s interesting, though, that it wants to
decide what choices I can have! We’ll see that in some of the
next examples.

My society tells me how to dress. We’re told that we should
express ourselves, our own individuality, in how we dress. The
result? People wearing spandex or spandex-tight clothes who
have no business doing so; young men wearing their pants down
around their thighs; young women showing us all the contours
of  their  bodies.  And  we’re  supposed  to  be  expressing
ourselves? Looks like a whole lot of conformity to me. Even
worse,  while  we’re  told  to  express  ourselves,  clothes
designers and stores are the ones who decide what our choices
are. I hear this most often from young women. Their choice in
clothing is either sexy or dressing like mom.

My society tells me that I deserve good things, so I spend
money  on  things  I  might  not  even  want,  much  less  really
deserve. Gratitude for what we have isn’t high on the list of
virtues these days. Gimme more . . . because I deserve it (and
I’ll go into debt to get it)!

My society teaches me what is funny. The greatest influences
on my sense of humor were Bill Cosby and Robin Williams. Who
else remembers Cosby talking about smearing Jell-O on the
floor of his house to protect him from the monster, or about
having his tonsils removed? And when Mork and Mindy was all
the rage in the 70s, I’d gather with my friends each week to
get another dose of Williams’s crazy performances.

Now understand that I’m not saying it’s necessarily wrong to



model  our  humor  on  others,  even  on  people  who  aren’t
Christians. But what is the character of our humor today? The
humor I see routinely on TV and movies is sarcastic put-downs.
That’s become so much the norm that if anyone objects to it,
they’re made fun of for being so touchy!

My society also tells me my religion isn’t all that important.
It has its place, of course, but that place shouldn’t be
public, at least not until there’s some horrible disaster and
prayer  becomes  acceptable.  So  religion  is  to  stay  out  of
politics and social issues, but is permitted in tragedies such
as the recent mine disaster in Utah. To whom we pray is
irrelevant, of course. You have your God and I have mine.

One place where I see the insignificance of religion in our
cultural attitude is on web sites that ask for information
about me including my vocation. Religion isn’t typically an
option (and I’m being generous in saying typically; I can’t
remember any giving me that option). My only choice is Other.
The result is that in public I tend to fall into line and keep
my religious convictions out of the conversation. Even in our
private lives religion should mind its manners. One shouldn’t
be fanatical, you know.

Unfortunately,  polls  indicate  that  Christian  beliefs  are
apparently insignificant to Christians as well with respect to
how they live. The polls I read indicate that people claiming
to be born-again don’t live any differently than their non-
Christian neighbors. We’ve let the segmenters win. Keep your
religion in your church, we’re told, and we do just that.

My society tells me that economics is all-important. I wonder
if there’s anyone else out there who wishes that in a State of
the Union address a president would say something like, Our
economy is strong, but morally we’re in rough shape. I’m not
going to hold my breath waiting for that! It’s the economy,
stupid, was a phrase heard often in Bill Clinton’s campaign
against President Bush in 92. Well, the economy is important,



of course. But is it the most important thing in individual
and social life? Is the U.S. doing just fine as along as the
economy is strong?

My society tells us we’re free to do what we want in our
sexual  relationships,  that  we  aren’t  to  be  instructed  by
archaic religious notions. But then, of course, we’re told
what is expected by society. We’ve been taught well that a
kiss is followed immediately by a romp in the bed. How many
times have you seen on TV or in the movies where a man and
woman fall into that first embrace and don’t immediately fall
onto the couch or bed or floor? I think of the scene in the
movie While You Were Sleeping where a woman is astonished to
hear that a man and woman have decided to wait till marriage
to have sex. Yes, we’re free to do whatever we please (the
church has nothing to say about such things—that is, as long
as what we please doesn’t include abstaining and we don’t
champion monogamy as loudly as homosexuals champion their, um,
lifestyle.

My society tells me what constitutes success. Although you can
often see stories through the media about the great things
average people do, you also are kept up-to-date on the life
and times of Paris Hilton, Lindsay Lohan, and soccer star
David Beckman. In minute detail. Day after day. Do I really
care about the latest entry in Rosie O’Donnell’s blog? No
disrespect intended, but I’m not sure why Ms. O’Donnell’s
opinions and comings and goings are important enough to make
the headlines. Success is doing one’s best to accomplish the
tasks God has given or those clearly in keeping with the
commands and wisdom of God.

My  society  tells  me  that  objections  to  crudeness  are
puritanical; that manners are relics of a by-gone era (since
life is all about me, while manners are about others).

It tells women that the notion of being under a man’s headship
or devoting herself to her children above her own interests is



a throw-back to oppressive days.

It  tells  parents  that  they  need  to  let  their  children
determine  their  own  values.

I could go on and on. My point in all this isn’t mainly to
bemoan the state of our society, but to consider how our
secular society tells us how to live, and how much of its
instruction we swallow and follow without even realizing it.
We are definitely going to be shaped by our society, but that
shaping shouldn’t be mindless.

A few decades ago Christian writers made much of the idea that
there  shouldn’t  be  a  division  between  the  sacred  and  the
secular, that all of life should be infused with the sacred.
Our society works against that. And quite frankly, I think the
message has been lost to a significant extent in the church.
We like our things, so without even thinking about it, we
conform our notions of the sacred to the secular. We make
Christianity relevant by adjusting it to our circumstances and
desires.

Rather than seeing the secular world, the world we can see and
touch, through a sacred lens, we’re more apt to look at the
sacred through a secular lens. May God help us to see all of
life—including our clothes, our humor, our entertainment, our
vocation, our relationships, and all the rest—through the eyes
of God, as belonging to Him, and give us the resolve to bring
them under His lordship.

Note

1. Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy (Garden City, NY: Anchor
Books, 1969), 107-108.
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“Is Judaism a Cult?”
I go to your website often, and I always learn something new
so  thank  you!  I  was  reading  about  cults,  and  by  the
definition, it would seem that Judaism would be considered a
cult. Can this be true?

Scholars have not always found it easy to define precisely
what is meant by terms like “religion” or “cult.” Thus, there
is some dispute about exactly what a cult is and how it should
be defined.

In Walter Martin’s classic, The Kingdom of the Cults, he cites
with approval Dr. Braden’s definition of cult:

By the term cult I mean nothing derogatory to any group so
classified. A cult, as I define it, is any religious group
which differs significantly in one or more respects as to
belief or practice from those religious groups which are
regarded as the normative expressions of religion in our
total culture.

Walter Martin then writes, “I may add to this that a cult
might also be defined as a group of people gathered about a
specific person or person’s misinterpretation of the Bible.”

According to these definitions, then, Judaism would be more
appropriately  classified  as  a  religion  (alongside  other
religions like Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism).
And this, I think, is correct. I’ve never read any serious
scholar who classified Judaism as a cult. And I personally
think it would be a serious mistake to do so.

At any rate, that’s my view.

Shalom in Christ,

https://probe.org/is-judaism-a-cult/


Michael Gleghorn
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