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PREFACE TO THE
REVISED EDITION
Since its publication in 1997, Love Your God with All Your Mind has had an impact for the cause of Christ that goes considerably beyond anything I could have imagined. It would be a significant understatement to say that I am grateful to God for this fact. The majority of the first edition’s content is as relevant today as when it first appeared in print. But some updating was needed and, in my view, the reader could be better served by changing a few of the chapters.
So you hold in your hands a revised and updated version of the book. In chapter 1, I added a brief section about the current three-way worldview struggle in Western culture, and in chapter 2, I have included a new section on the nature of knowledge and its importance to Christianity. No author likes to remove material from his or her writing, and I am no exception to this rule. But, in my opinion, chapters 7–9 of the original edition, though useful, were not as helpful as the rest of the book. Moreover, I had additional content I wanted in the book. So chapters 7–9 of the original have been removed and replaced with three new chapters providing an outline of how to present a case for God’s existence and the historicity of the life, teachings, deeds, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.
Further, the appendices, which provide further resources for cultivating an integrated Christian mind, have been thoroughly updated and expanded. I am deeply indebted to Joseph Gorra for his work on the appendices. So it is with gratitude and expectation that I offer to you, the reader, this improved and significantly altered edition of Love Your God with All Your Mind. May God be pleased to use it as He sees fit.
J. P. Moreland, 2012
www.jpmoreland.com
PART ONE
WHY THE MIND MATTERS IN CHRISTIANITY
CHAPTER ONE
HOW WE LOST THE CHRISTIAN MIND AND WHY WE MUST RECOVER IT
I had just returned from the mailbox and opened a letter from a woman who had attended a series of lectures I had recently given at her church. One never knows what a letter from a parishioner will say, so it was with a certain ambivalence that I opened the envelope. Here is what I read:
My life has changed drastically during the past few weeks since you have been teaching and encouraging us to think. I used to be deathly afraid of witnessing and terribly fearful that someone might ask me something about my faith. Whenever I got into any kind of discussion, I was rather defensive and nervous. Well, I have been reading, rather, plowing, through some of your lecture notes at church. As I absorb the information and logically understand the foundations for my faith, a calm is resting in my soul. I have been a believer for a long time and the Lord has done marvelous, specific things in my life. But now I understand why I believe, and this has brought me both peace and a non-defensive boldness to witness to others. Please don’t stop encouraging people to risk thinking objectively and arriving at conclusions based on logic and fact. My life will never be the same because of this encouragement.
My heart was at once deeply grateful and profoundly saddened. I was grateful to think that God could use someone like me to help one of His children. I was saddened to be reminded of how unusual it is for Christian people to be taught how to think carefully and deeply about what they believe and why they believe it. Not long ago, the newspaper featured a leading politician’s statement about the Christian political right in which he charged that the Christian right was populated by dumb, uninformed people who are easily led by rhetoric. While I would dispute the complete accuracy of this charge, nevertheless, we Christians must ask ourselves why, if there is not a grain of truth in it, someone would think to make this accusation of us in the first place. Judged by the Scriptures, church history, and common sense, it is clear that something has gone desperately wrong with our modern understanding of the value of reason and intellectual development for individual discipleship and corporate church life.
It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to recognize that our entire culture is in trouble. We are staring down the barrel of a loaded gun, and we can no longer afford to act like it’s loaded with blanks. The guidance counselor at a public high school near my home confessed to a parents’ group that the teenagers who have attended the school during the last ten years are the most dysfunctional, illiterate group he has witnessed in close to forty years at the same school. Our society has replaced heroes with celebrities, the quest for a well-informed character with the search for flat abs, substance and depth with image and personality. In the political process, the makeup man is more important than the speech writer, and we approach the voting booth, not on the basis of a well-developed philosophy of what the state should be, but with a heart full of images, emotions, and slogans all packed into thirty-second sound bites. The mind-numbing, irrational tripe that fills TV talk shows is digested by millions of bored, lonely Americans hungry for that sort of stuff. What is going on here? What has happened to us?
There are no simple answers to these questions, and I don’t pretend to offer a full analysis as a solution to this quandary. But I do think the place to start looking for an answer is to remind ourselves of something Jesus Christ said long ago. In His inaugural address, He spelled out how His community of followers were to understand themselves. With characteristic insight, He asserted that “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again?” (Matthew 5:13).
One job of the church is to be salty to the world in which it finds itself, so if that world grows saltless, we should look first to the church herself to glean what we can about her contribution to the situation. In the rest of this chapter, I will demonstrate that a major cause of our current cultural crisis consists of a worldview shift from a Judeo-Christian understanding of reality to a post-Christian one. Moreover, this shift itself expresses a growing anti-intellectualism in the church, resulting in the marginalization of Christianity in society — its lack of saltiness, if you will — and the emergence of the most secular culture the world has ever seen. That secular culture is now simply playing out the implications of ideas that have come to be widely accepted in a social context in which the church is no longer a major participant in the war of ideas.1 In the rest of this book, then, I’ll try to demonstrate how the church must overcome the neglect of this critical area of the development of the Christian mind, perhaps the most integral component of the believers’ sanctification. The role of intellectual development is primary in evangelical Christianity, but you might not know that from a cursory look at the church today. In spite of this, if we are to have Christ formed in us (Galatians 4:19), we must realize the work of God in our minds and pay attention to what a Christlike mind might look like. As our Savior has said, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37). To do this, we cannot neglect the soulful development of a Christian mind.
THE LOSS OF THE CHRISTIAN MIND IN AMERICAN CHRISTIANITY
Two major developments emerged in the late nineteenth century that contributed to the loss of the Christian mind in America. The legacy of the Pilgrims and Puritans waned, and two new movements emerged from which the evangelical church has never fully recovered. Let’s take a brief look at these two movements, and then we’ll examine the deeper problems that have resulted.
Historical Overview
1. The emergence of anti-intellectualism. While generalizations can be misleading, it is safe to say that from the arrival of the Pilgrims to the middle of the nineteenth century, American believers prized the intellectual life for its contribution to the Christian journey. The Puritans were highly educated people (the literacy rate for men in early Massachusetts and Connecticut was between 89 and 95 percent)2 who founded colleges, taught their children to read and write before the age of six, and studied art, science, philosophy, and other fields as a way of loving God with the mind. Scholars like Jonathan Edwards were activists who sought to be scholarly and well informed in a variety of disciplines. The minister was an intellectual, as well as spiritual, authority in the community.3 As Puritan Cotton Mather proclaimed, “Ignorance is the Mother not of Devotion but of HERESY.”4
In the middle 1800s, however, things began to change dramatically, though the seeds for the change had already been planted in the popularized, rhetorically powerful, and emotionally directed preaching of George Whitefield in the First Great Awakening in the United States from the 1730s to the 1750s. During the middle 1800s, three awakenings broke out in the United States: the Second Great Awakening (1800–1820), the revivals of Charles Finney (1824–1837), and the Layman’s Prayer Revival (1856–1858). Much good came from these movements. But their overall effect was to overemphasize immediate personal conversion to Christ instead of a studied period of reflection and conviction; emotional, simple, popular preaching instead of intellectually careful and doctrinally precise sermons; and personal feelings and relationship to Christ instead of a deep grasp of the nature of Christian teaching and ideas. Sadly, as historian George Marsden notes, “anti-intellectualism was a feature of American revivalism.”5
Obviously, there is nothing wrong with the emphasis of these movements on personal conversion. What was a problem, however, was the intellectually shallow, theologically illiterate form of Christianity that came to be part of the populist Christian religion that emerged. One tragic result of this was what happened in the so-called Burned Over District in the state of New York. Thousands of people were “converted” to Christ by revivalist preaching, but they had no real intellectual grasp of Christian teaching. As a result, two of the three major American cults began in the Burned Over District among the unstable, untaught “converts”: Mormonism (1830) and the Jehovah’s Witnesses (1884). Christian Science arose in 1866 but was not connected with this area.
2. Evangelical withdrawal began. Sadly, the emerging anti-intellectualism in the church created a lack of readiness for the widespread intellectual assault on Christianity that reached full force in the late 1800s. This attack was part of the war of ideas raging at that time and was launched from three major areas. First, certain philosophical ideas from Europe, especially the views of David Hume (1711–1776) and Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), altered people’s understanding of religion. Hume claimed that the traditional arguments for God’s existence (for example, the world is an effect that needs a personal cause) were quite weak. He also said that since we cannot experience God with the five senses, the claim that God exists cannot be taken as an item of knowledge. In a different way, Kant asserted that human knowledge is limited to what can be experienced with the five senses, and since God cannot be so experienced, we cannot know He exists. The ideas of Hume and Kant had a major impact on culture as they spread across Europe and into America.6
For one thing, confidence was shaken in arguments for the existence of God and the rationality of the Christian faith. Additionally, fewer and fewer people regarded the Bible as a body of divinely revealed, true propositions about various topics that requires a devoted intellect to grasp and study systematically. Instead, the Bible increasingly was sought solely as a practical guide for ethical guidance and spiritual growth.
Second, German higher criticism of the Bible called its historical reliability into question. The Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch was challenged and the search for the historical Jesus was launched. Believers grew suspicious of the importance of historical study in understanding the Bible and in defending its truthfulness. An increased emphasis was placed on the Holy Spirit in understanding the Bible as opposed to serious historical and grammatical study. Third, Darwinian evolution emerged and “made the world safe for atheists,” as one contemporary Darwinian atheist has put it. Evolution challenged the early chapters of Genesis for some and the very existence of God for others.7
Instead of responding to these attacks with a vigorous intellectual counterpunch, many believers grew suspicious of intellectual issues altogether. To be sure, Christians must rely on the Holy Spirit in their intellectual pursuits, but this does not mean they should expend no mental sweat of their own in defending the faith.
Around the turn of the nineteenth century, fundamentalists withdrew from the broader intellectual culture and from the war with liberals that emerged in most mainline denominations at the time. Fundamentalists started their own Bible institutes and concentrated their efforts on lay-oriented Bible and prophecy conferences. This withdrawal from the broader intellectual culture and public discourse contributed to the isolation of the church, the marginalization of Christian ideas from the public arena, and the shallowness and trivialization of Christian living, thought, and activism. In short, the culture became saltless.8
More specifically, we now live in an evangelical community so deeply committed to a certain way of seeing the Christian faith that this perspective is now imbedded within us at a subconscious level.
This conceptualization of the Christian life is seldom brought to conscious awareness for debate and discussion. And our modern understanding of Christian practice underlies everything else we do, from the way we select a minister to the types of books we sell in our bookstores. It informs the way we raise our children to think about Christianity; it determines how we give money to the cause of Christ; and it shapes our vision, priorities, and goals for both local and parachurch ministry. If our lives and ministries are expressions of what we actually believe, and if what we believe is off center and yet so pervasive that it is seldom even brought to conscious discussion, much less debated, then this explains why our impact on the world is so paltry compared to our numbers. I cannot overemphasize the fact that this modern understanding of Christianity is neither biblical nor consistent with the bulk of church history.
What, exactly, is this modern understanding of Christianity?
Anti-Intellectualism’s Impact on the Church
I believe it is critical that the evangelical church overcome these characteristics and move toward a clearer, more biblical understanding of the Christian mind and how Christ Himself wants to shape our thinking. The rest of this book will attempt to provide countermeasures to these unbiblical problems so that our spirituality is informed by an appropriate biblical view of the mind and how Jesus Himself wishes to transform the mind by renewing it (in fact, we’ll look at Romans 12:1-2 in some depth later). Five characteristics capture the essence of the impact of anti-intellectualism on today’s evangelicalism. Read carefully and see how these may have impacted your own ideas.
1. A misunderstanding of faith’s relationship to reason. First, while few would actually put it in these terms, faith is now understood as a blind act of will, a decision to believe something that is either independent of reason or that is a simple choice to believe while ignoring the paltry lack of evidence for what is believed. By contrast with this modern misunderstanding, biblically, faith is a power or skill to act in accordance with the nature of the kingdom of God, a trust in what we have reason to believe is true. Understood in this way, we see that faith is built on reason. We should have good reasons for thinking that Christianity is true before we dedicate ourselves completely to it. We should have solid evidence that our understanding of a biblical passage is correct before we go on to apply it. And so on.
If this is correct, then sermons should target people’s thinking as much as their wills and feelings. Sunday school should be more effective in training believers how to think carefully about their faith. Training in apologetics should be a regular part of discipleship. Apologetics is a New Testament ministry of helping people overcome intellectual obstacles that block them from coming to or growing in the faith by giving reasons for why one should believe Christianity is true and by responding to objections raised against it. Local church after local church should be raising up and training a group of people who serve as apologists for the entire congregation.
Unfortunately, our contemporary understanding of these important concepts treats faith and reason as polar opposites. Let me give you two illustrations from my own ministry.
Years ago I conducted a series of evangelistic messages for a church in New York. The series was in a high school gym, and both believers and unbelievers attended each night. The first evening I gave arguments for the existence of God from science and philosophy. Before closing in prayer, I entertained several questions from the audience. One woman (who was a Christian) complained about my talk, charging that if I “proved” the existence of God, I would leave no room for faith. I responded by saying that if she were right, then we should pray that currently available evidence for God would evaporate or be refuted so there would be even more room for faith! Obviously, her view of faith utterly detached itself from reason.
The second illustration comes from repeatedly hearing small group Bible studies go straight to the question, What does this passage mean to me? while bypassing the prior question, What does the passage say and why do I think my interpretation is correct? We allow one another to get away with applying an understanding of a passage that is based on vague feelings or first impressions and not on the hard work of reading commentaries and using study tools such as concordances, Bible dictionaries, and the like. Why? Because a careful exercise of reason is not important in understanding what the Bible says for many of us. Besides, it takes work!
For many, religion is identified with subjective feelings, sincere motives, personal piety, and blind faith. As the song puts it, “You ask me how I know He lives, He lives within my heart.” In other words, we test the truth of our religion not by a careful application of our God-given faculties of thought, or even by biblical mandates (see, for example, 2 Corinthians 10:5), but rather by our private experiences. For the most part, theoretical reason is just not part of our local church life any longer. We often hear it said in church that we don’t want a discussion to get too theological, we want to keep it practical, as though good practice did not require careful thought to direct it. We sing, “In my heart, Lord, be glorified,” but when was the last time you heard someone sing, “In my intellectual life, Lord, be glorified”? Unfortunately, this misunderstanding of the relationship between faith and reason has led to an even more sinister trend among modern evangelicals.
2. The separation of the secular and the sacred. There has emerged a secular/sacred separation in our understanding of the Christian life with the result that Christian teaching and practice are privatized and placed in a separate compartment from the public or so-called secular activities of life. The withdrawal of the corporate body of Christ from the public sphere of ideas is mirrored by our understanding of what is required to produce an individual disciple. Religion has become personal, private, and too often, simply a matter of “how I feel about things.” By contrast, the culture encourages me to invoke my intellect in my secular, public life. By way of example, I’m always encouraged to use my intellect in how I approach my vocation, select a house, or learn to use a computer. But within the sphere of my private, spiritual life of faith, it is my heart, and my heart alone, that operates. The life of the mind is thus separated, broken off, and compartmentalized as a function of the “secular” life instead of more naturally being integrated with the spiritual. As a result, Sunday school classes, discipleship materials, and sermons too often address the heart and not the head, or focus on personal growth and piety and not on cultivating an intellectual love for God in my vocation.
When was the last time your church had Sunday school classes that were divided up by vocations — classes for thinking Christianly as a lawyer, businessman, health care professional, educator, and so forth? Parachurch ministries have produced excellent tools for training the private, “spiritual” lives of converts. But where are the tools that take ten or fifteen different university majors and spell out issues and resources for integrating ideas in those majors with Christian theology? We have organizations for businessmen that emphasize personal testimonies, devotional reading, and the like. But where do these organizations train businessmen to develop a Christian understanding of economic theory, capitalism, business ethics, or moral issues in the employer/employee relationship?
Our children can attend virtually any university and major in any subject they wish. But in a four-year course of study they will almost never interact with a Christian thinker in their field or with Christian ideas relevant to their course content. Why? No doubt, many reasons could be given. But clearly, one reason is that the cream rises to the top. If there are few Christian intellectuals who write college textbooks from a Christian perspective, it must be because our evangelical culture is simply not producing such people because we do not value the intellectual life. After all, the purpose of college for many is to get a job, and course work is considered secular, not sacred. What is important for our children is that they stay pure in college and, perhaps, witness, have a quiet time, and pray regularly. Obviously, these are important. But for a disciple, the purpose of college is not just to get a job. Rather, it is to discover a vocation, to identify a field of study in and through which I can serve Christ as my Lord. And one way to serve Him in this way is to learn to think in a Christian manner about my major. A person’s Christianity doesn’t begin at a dorm Bible study, when class is over; it permeates all of one’s life, including how one thinks about the ideas in one’s college major.
The church must train high school students for the intellectual life they will encounter at college. As theologian Carl Henry put it, “Training the mind is an essential responsibility of the home, the church, and the school. Unless evangelicals prod young people to disciplined thinking, they waste — even undermine — one of Christianity’s most precious resources.”9 But if faith and reason are polar opposites, and if discipleship is private and sacred but college studies are public and secular, then training the intellect will not be valued as a part of teenage mentoring. That is why our discipleship materials often leave Christian young people vulnerable to atheistic college professors with an ax to grind. For such professors, shredding an intellectually unprepared undergraduate’s faith is like shooting fish in a barrel.
We have seen that the church was attacked intellectually in the latter half of the nineteenth century and was not adequately prepared to respond to this attack in kind. Instead, with notable exceptions, the church withdrew from the world of ideas and the intellectual life and was thereby marginalized. As former president of the United Nations General Assembly Charles Malik has said, “I must be frank with you: the greatest danger confronting American evangelical Christianity is the danger of anti-intellectualism. The mind in its greatest and deepest reaches is not cared for enough.”10 This withdrawal and marginalization of the church has had devastating consequences for our attempt to produce vibrant, confident disciples and to penetrate our culture with a Christian worldview and the gospel of Christ. These consequences are most evident in three more areas.
3. Weakened world missions. One critical consequence of our first two anti-intellectual trends is the combined effect of weakening world missions. I once attended a meeting of missionaries from around the world, at which a national Christian leader from Central America stood up and passionately exhorted North American mission agencies to stop sending evangelists to his country because their efforts were producing Marxists bent on overthrowing the government. You could have heard a pin drop in that meeting, and confusion was written on everyone’s face. This leader went on to explain that the leading “Christian” thinkers in his country held to liberation theology, a form of Marxism draped in religious garb. Evangelical missionaries would lead people to Christ, but the liberals were attracting the thinking leaders among the converts and training them in Marxist ideology, which these liberals identified as the true center of biblical theology. The leader pleaded with North Americans to send more theologians and Bible teachers and to help set up more seminaries and training centers in his country because the need for intellectual leadership was great.
For some time, theological liberals have understood that whoever controls the thinking leadership of the church in a culture will eventually control the church itself. Once, I met a man from Fiji who was won to Christ by an evangelical missionary and who, subsequent to conversion, wanted to come to the United States for seminary training. Unfortunately, there was no money for this sort of “intellectual” development in the evangelical missions strategy there, but theological liberals gave him a scholarship to study at a liberal seminary in Texas. By the time I met him, he had given up his faith and was going back to Fiji with an extremely secular view of Christianity. His mission: to pastor a church! If evangelicals placed more value on the mind, we would give more to developing intellectual leadership around the world. Happily, some good things are now being done in this area, but we need to intensify our efforts in this regard, and this will happen only if we evangelicals come to value more fully Christ’s admonitions to be good stewards of the intellectual life. Unfortunately, there remain two more deadly trends that have infected the church because of anti-intellectualism.
4. Anti-intellectualism has spawned an irrelevant gospel. Today, we share the gospel primarily as a means of addressing felt needs. We give testimonies of changed lives and say to people that if they want to become better parents or overcome depression or loneliness, then Christ is the answer for them. As true as this may be, such an approach to evangelism is inadequate for two reasons. First, it does not reach people who may be out of touch with their feelings. Consequently, if men in our culture are, in general, less in touch with their feelings than women, this approach will not reach men effectively. Second, it invites the response, “Sorry, but I don’t have a need.” Have you ever wondered why no one responded to the apostle Paul in this manner? If you look at his evangelistic approach in Acts 17:20, the answer becomes obvious. He based his preaching on the fact that the gospel is true and reasonable to believe. He reasoned with and tried to persuade people intelligently to accept Christ.
Now, if the gospel is true and reasonable to believe, then it is obvious that every person has a need for Christ’s forgiveness and power, whether or not that person “feels” that need. The only response to the Pauline evangelistic approach is either to accept Christ or deny the truth of the gospel. The person approached is not let off the hook simply because he is out of touch with his feelings or doesn’t recognize the “felt need.” The fact that many respond to our evangelistic efforts by denying a need for Christ should tip us off to an important fact. If truth and reasonableness are not uppermost in our presentation of the gospel to a pagan culture already predisposed to regarding religion as a set of private feelings, then we’ll consistently hear this response: “Well, that’s fine for you if having those feelings helps you.” Religion is now viewed by many as a placebo or emotional crutch precisely because that is how we often pitch the gospel to unbelievers.
I wish I could stop here. But again, there’s another trend in evangelicalism that we must place at the feet of anti-intellectualism.
5. A loss of boldness in confronting the idea structures in our culture with effective Christian witness. Now this is a mouthful, but anti-intellectualism has drained the church of its boldness in witnessing and speaking out about important issues in the places where ideas are generated. And for those who do have such courage, anti-intellectualism has created a context in which we Christians often come off as shallow, defensive, and reactionary, instead of thoughtful, confident, and articulate.
One evening a couple came to our home for dinner. During the meal the husband said almost nothing (except “Pass the chicken!”). Despite repeated attempts to engage him, the conversation took place primarily among the two wives and me. However, as dessert was being served, the topic of conversation turned to motorboats, and from that point on we could hardly get a word in edgewise. Why? Boats were the man’s hobby. He owned two of them, knew how to build one from scratch, and truly was an expert on the subject. He had the courage to speak up because he knew what he was talking about; he did not need to be defensive when someone differed with his viewpoint because he was confident about his knowledge.
I have trained people to share their faith for over forty years. I can tell you from experience that when people learn what they believe and why, they become bold in their witness and attractive in the way they engage others in debate or dialogue. While pastoring a church in Baltimore, I once taught a twelve-week class on Christian apologetics. The course cost fifty dollars to take, required two textbooks, and had several homework assignments, including two papers. When the sixth week ended, a man named Bob came up to me after class and, with tears running down his cheeks, expressed his gratitude for the high academic standards and requirements in the class. I asked him why he was grateful about this. I will never forget his response. He told me he had worked at the same place for ten years but had never shared his faith with anyone because he was afraid someone would ask him a question, he would not know the answer, and his inadequate preparation would embarrass him and the Christian faith. But at his workplace the week before this particular class, he had shared his faith with three workers because for the first time he felt he had some answers, and his boldness was strengthened by that conviction. Being a Christian is no different from caring about boats in this regard. There is nothing magic about being confident, articulate, and bold in either area. Knowing what you’re talking about may be hard work, but it clearly pays off.
Anti-intellectualism has not merely impacted the lives of believers within the bosom of Christ. It has had serious repercussions in the culture at large. As anti-intellectualism has softened our impact for Christ, so too has it contributed to the secularization of the culture. If the salt loses its saltiness, the meat will be impacted. In the aftermath of the Scopes trial in 1925, conservative Christianity was largely dismissed as an embarrassment among intellectual and cultural movers and shakers.11 As a result, we now live in one of the most secular cultures in history.
THE EMERGENCE OF A SECULAR CULTURE IN WHICH THE CHURCH IS CALLED TO LIVE AND MINISTER
Culture Is Secular
Modern American culture is largely secular in this sense: Most people have little or no understanding of a Christian way of seeing the world, nor is a Christian worldview an important participant in the way we as a society frame and debate issues in the public square. Three of the major centers of influence in our culture — the university, the media, and the government — are largely devoid of serious religious discussion. In fact, it is not unfair to say that university, media, and governmental leaders are often illiterate about how Christians see the world and why. This is evident, for example, in those rare cases when the major television news media try to feature a Christian perspective on abortion, the state, or anything else. Usually, Christians watching the program feel misrepresented and misunderstood. More often than not, however, Christian perspectives are simply ignored and not covered at all.
If a Martian were watching television before coming to earth, he would get the idea that Americans are irreligious. Secularists tolerate religion as long as it remains a privatized perspective relative to a subgroup in society and as long as Christians don’t assert that their views are objectively true and defend them articulately. R. C. Sproul, John Gerstner, and Arthur Lindsley have accurately captured this secular attitude toward Christianity:
The church is safe from vicious persecution at the hands of the secularist, as educated people have finished with stake-burning circuses and torture racks. No martyr’s blood is shed in the secular west. So long as the church knows her place and remains quietly at peace on her modern reservation. Let the babes pray and sing and read their Bibles, continuing steadfastly in their intellectual retardation; the church’s extinction will not come by sword or pillory, but by the quiet death of irrelevance. But let the church step off the reservation, let her penetrate once more the culture of the day and the … face of secularism will change from a benign smile to a savage snarl.12
Secularism Is Primarily a View About Knowledge
The primary characteristic of modern secularism is its view of the nature and limits of knowledge. It is critical to understand this because if knowledge gives one power — we give surgeons and not carpenters the right to cut us open precisely because surgeons have the relevant knowledge not possessed by carpenters — then those with the cultural say-so about who does and doesn’t have knowledge will be in a position to marginalize and silence groups judged to have mere belief and private opinion.
For many secularists, knowledge is obtained solely by means of the senses and science. Something is true and reasonable to believe to the degree that it can be tested by the five senses — it can be seen, heard, touched, tasted, or felt. Seeing is believing. Likewise, knowledge is identical to scientific knowledge. If you can prove something scientifically, then it is culturally permissible or even obligatory to believe it. Science is the measure of all things, and when a scientist speaks about something, he or she speaks ex cathedra. For example, if theological arguments imply homosexuality is in some sense a choice over which one is responsible, and science makes a “claim” to the contrary, which one will win in public debate? We often hear it said that “if your religious beliefs work for you, that’s great, but don’t impose them on others.” However, no one would say that a scientist is imposing anything on anyone when he says that water is H20 or that 2 + 2 = 4. Nor would these claims be viewed as private opinions whose sole value was their usefulness for those who believe them. Why? Because only science supposedly deals with facts, truth, and reason, but religion and ethics allegedly deal with private, subjective opinions.
I have no bone to pick with legitimate science. Indeed, it has been argued repeatedly that science was born in Christian Europe precisely because Christian theology helped provide worldview justification for its assumptions.13 What I do reject is the idea that science and science alone can claim to give us knowledge. This assertion — known as scientism — is patently false and, in fact, not even a claim of science but rather a philosophical view about science. Nevertheless, once this view of knowledge was widely embraced in the culture, the immediate effect was to marginalize and privatize religion by relegating it to the back of the intellectual bus.14 To verify this, one need only compare the number of times scientists, as opposed to pastors or theologians, are called upon as experts on the evening news.
If knowledge and reason are identical with what can be tested scientifically or with scientific theories that a majority of scientists believes to be correct, then religion and ethics will no longer be viewed as true, rational domains of discourse because, supposedly, religious or ethical claims are not scientifically testable. This line of thought has led to several trends in society whose combined influence is to hinder ideal human flourishing as God intended it to be. It is similar to the sort of cultural milieu that spawned Stalinism in the Soviet Union and Nazism in pre-World War II Germany, with all of their attendant evils and tragic loss of human life and dignity. As G. K. Chesterton bemoaned, once people stop believing in God, the problem is not that they will believe nothing; rather, the problem is that they will believe anything. This is just what we are seeing happen in our secular culture bereft of the presence of an engaged, articulate evangelical community.
Secular Views of Knowledge Are Responsible for Unfortunate Social Trends
Scientism is responsible for a number of unfortunate contemporary trends in society.
1. In our scientifically oriented culture, traditional understandings of morality and related notions are considered passé. The primary trend in ethical thinking today is toward moral and religious relativism. As I have already said, if ethics and religion are not scientifically testable, then many today will think they are mere “expressions of belief” that are true only for those who believe them. Science claims to deal only with fact; religion and ethics supposedly deal with feelings and privatized values. Therefore, religion and ethics are considered merely subjective notions in modern society.
Another modern trend is a change in what we mean by the good life. From Old Testament times and ancient Greece until this century, the good life was widely understood to mean a life of intellectual and moral virtue. The good life is the life of ideal human functioning according to the nature that God Himself gave to us. According to this view, prior to Creation God had in mind an ideal blueprint of human nature from which He created each and every human being. Happiness (Greek: eudaimonia) was understood as a life of virtue, and the successful person was one who knew how to live life well according to what we are by nature due to the creative design of God. When the Declaration of Independence says we are endowed by our Creator with certain inalienable rights, among them the right to pursue happiness, it is referring to virtue and character.15 So understood, happiness involves suffering, endurance, and patience because these are important means to becoming a good person who lives the good life.
Freedom was traditionally understood as the power to do what one ought to do. For example, some people are not free to play the piano or to say no to lust because they have not undergone the training necessary to ingrain the relevant skillful habits. Moreover, since community is possible only if people accept as true a shared vision of the good life, it is easy to see why a sense of community and public virtue could be sustained given this understanding of the good life, happiness, and freedom.
Traditionally, tolerance of other viewpoints meant that even though I think those viewpoints are dead wrong and will argue against them fervently, nevertheless, I will defend your right to argue your own case. Just as importantly, I will treat you with respect as an image bearer of God, even though your views are abhorrent to me. Finally, while individual rights are important, they do not exhaust the moral life because virtue and duty are more central than rights to the moral life properly conceived.
2. The traditional view is neither scientifically testable nor easily compatible with evolution. Unfortunately, this traditional understanding of the good life, freedom, community, and tolerance is not scientifically testable. Moreover, Darwin’s theory of evolution caused many to lose their belief in the existence of natures, human or otherwise. As Harvard zoologist Ernst Mayr has said:
The concepts of unchanging essences and of complete discontinuities between every eidos (type) and all others make genuine evolutionary thinking impossible. I agree with those who claim that the essentialist philosophies of Aristotle and Plato are incompatible with evolutionary thinking.16
This belief has, in turn, led evolutionary thinkers like David Hull to make the following observation:
The implications of moving species from the metaphysical category that can appropriately be characterized in terms of “natures” to a category for which such characterizations are inappropriate are extensive and fundamental. If species evolve in anything like the way that Darwin thought they did, then they cannot possibly have the sort of natures that traditional philosophers claimed they did. If species in general lack natures, then so does Homo sapiens as a biological species. If Homo sapiens lacks a nature, then no reference to biology can be made to support one’s claims about “human nature.” Perhaps all people are “persons,” share the same “personhood,” etc., but such claims must be explicated and defended with no reference to biology. Because so many moral, ethical, and political theories depend on some notion or other of human nature, Darwin’s theory brought into question all these theories. The implications are not entailments. One can always dissociate “Homo sapiens” from “human being,” but the result is a much less plausible position.17
Note Hull’s comment that if a person or group dissociates the species-specific designation “Homo sapiens” from the designation “human being,” with all of its attendant moral and theological implications, then that person or group has a “less plausible position.” Why? Why should that which we see, hear, feel, taste, or touch (or observe through scientific method) have sway over any cultural debate, since Hull’s entire conclusion rests on the giant “if” — “if species evolve in anything like the way that Darwin thought they did …”? Yet, as we’ll see in the next section, we have allowed secular thinkers to frame the debate, and the Christian voice has been muffled at best.
3. Secular ideas have replaced the traditional view. What Mayr and Hull are saying is that if naturalistic evolution is the story of how we came to be, then there is no human nature answering to a divine blueprint and no good life that expresses that nature. There are only accidentally formed individual human beings who are free to create whatever version of happiness they wish. According to the modern view, the good life is the satisfaction of any pleasure or desire that someone freely and autonomously chooses for himself or herself. The successful person is the individual who has a life of pleasure and can obtain enough consumer goods to satisfy his or her desires. Freedom is the right to do what I want, not the power to do what I by nature ought to. Community gives way to individualism with the result that narcissism — an inordinate sense of self-love and self-centered involvement — is an accurate description of many people’s lives. If I am free to create my own moral universe and version of the good life, and there is no right or wrong answer to what I should create, then morality — indeed, everything — ultimately exists to make me happy. When a person considers abortion or physician-assisted suicide, the person’s individual rights are all that matter. Questions about virtue or one’s duty to the broader community simply do not arise.
Tolerance has come to mean that no one is right and no one is wrong and, indeed, the very act of stating that someone else’s views are immoral or incorrect is now taken to be intolerant (of course, from this same point of view, it is all right to be intolerant of those who hold to objectively true moral or religious positions). Once the existence of knowable truth in religion and ethics is denied, authority (the right to be believed and obeyed) gives way to power (the ability to force compliance), reason gives way to rhetoric, the speech writer is replaced by the makeup man, and spirited but civil debate in the culture wars is replaced by politically correct special-interest groups who have nothing left but political coercion to enforce their views on others. While the Christian faith clearly teaches that believers are to be involved as good citizens in the state, nevertheless, it is obvious why so many secularists are addicted to politics today because political power is a surrogate for a Higher Power. As Friedrich Nietzsche said, once God died in Western culture — that is, once the concept of God no longer informed the major idea-generating centers of society turned secular — there would be turmoil and horrible secular wars unchecked by traditional morality because the state would come to be a surrogate god for many.
Finally, individual rights have come to dominate our public discussion of moral issues. The public square —those aspects of society where all citizens must interface regardless of personal views; for example, public schools and government — has become naked: religious, moral, and political debate therein is no longer informed by a clear, robust vision of the moral life shared by most citizens and taken to be true and rational. Once objective duty, goodness, and virtue were abandoned under the guise of scientism and secularism, the only moral map that could replace objective morality is what Daniel Callahan has called minimalistic ethics —anything is morally permissible provided only that you do not harm someone else.18
Individual rights are important, and, for the Christian, they are grounded in the image of God and not in the state. In other words, the Christian believes that human rights are derived from the image of God in us; they do not ultimately come from the state. But there are more fundamental questions of virtue and duty that are relevant to the overall development of a moral outlook. For example, the abortion debate should not be framed primarily as a debate about the right to life versus the right to choice. Basically, it should be discussed in terms of this question: What does a woman or a community committed to moral virtue and duty do when faced with the question of abortion? The tenor of the debate changes drastically when issues of virtue and duty to others is brought to the foreground and rights are relegated to a secondary position in the moral context.
Until Christians can do a better job of seeing these issues and articulating them in terms of objective duty and virtue, the Jack Kevorkians will continue to win the “debate” (if that is what we should call the media rhetoric that surrounds the framing of moral dilemmas), precisely because the Kevorkians are on the side of individual rights. If the only morally relevant question to ask a patient is whether or not he freely and competently chooses physician-assisted suicide, then we are left with no moral categories in which to introduce more basic questions of duty and virtue. And this is where our secular society is at present, given its commitment to scientism that emerged in no small measure because a marginalized and inarticulate church withdrew into privatized religion as she welcomed the Trojan horse of anti-intellectualism within her walls.
THE CONTEMPORARY THREEFOLD WORLDVIEW STRUGGLE
On Sunday morning May 9, 2004, I was in the Seattle airport waiting to board my flight home. Having finished a weekend of speaking, I wanted to relax, so I picked up a copy of The Seattle Times and made a beeline for the sports page. Before I got there, the lead editorial in the opinion section caught my eye. It was entitled “A Nation Divided” and in it Joel Kitkin argued that America is more divided today than at any time since the Civil War.19 America is two nations, he claimed, and the fundamental dividing line is not political, economic, or racial. Rather, it is “a struggle between contrasting and utterly incompatible worldviews” — a secular perspective championed by the universities, Hollywood, and the major media, and ethical monotheism, whose center of gravity — are you ready for this? — is evangelical churches.
In my view, Kitkin was painting with too broad a brush, and he overgeneralized to make his point. But his fundamental idea seems to me to be correct. The secularized perspective is constituted by two worldviews — naturalism and postmodernism — that agree with each other against ethical monotheism, of which Christianity is the main version, about one important point: There is no nonempirical knowledge, especially no theological or ethical knowledge. I assume you are reasonably familiar with a Christian worldview, so in this section, I shall briefly sketch a picture of the other two and reinforce the main challenge they present to Christianity.
Scientific Naturalism
Just what is scientific naturalism (hereafter, naturalism)? Succinctly put, it is the view that the spatio-temporal universe of physical objects, properties, events, and processes that are well established by scientific forms of investigation is all there is, was, or ever will be.
There are three major components of naturalism. First, naturalism begins with an epistemology, a view about the nature and limits of knowledge, known as scientism. Scientism comes in two forms: strong and weak. Strong scientism is the view that the only thing we can know is what can be tested scientifically. Scientific knowledge exhausts what can be known, and if some belief is not part of a well-established scientific theory, it is not an item of knowledge. Weak scientism allows some minimum, low-grade degree of rational justification for claims in fields outside of science, such as ethics. But scientific knowledge is taken to be so vastly superior to other forms of reasonable belief, that if a good scientific theory implies something that contradicts a belief in some other discipline, then the other field will simply have to adjust itself to be in line with science.
Second, naturalism contains a creation story — a theory, a causal story, about how everything has come-to-be. The central components of this story are the atomic theory of matter and evolution. The details of this story are not of concern here, but two broad features are of critical importance. (1) The explanation of macrochanges in things (a macro-change is a change in some feature of a normal-sized object that can be detected by simple observation, such as the change in a leaf’s color) in terms of microchanges (changes in small, unobservable entities at the atomic or subatomic level). Chemical change is explained in terms of rearrangements of atoms; phenotype changes are due to changes in genotypes. Causation is from bottom-up, micro to macro. We explain why heating water causes it to boil in terms of the excitation of water molecules, and so on. (2) All events that happen are due to the occurrence of earlier events plus the laws of nature, regardless of whether the laws of nature are taken to be deterministic or probablistic.
Third, naturalism has a view about what is real: physical entities are all there are. The mind is really the brain, free actions are merely happenings caused in the right way by inputs to the organism along with its internal “hardware” states, and there is no teleology or purpose in the world. History is just one event following another. The world is simply one big cluster of physical mechanisms affecting other physical mechanisms.
Postmodernism
Postmodernism is a loose coalition of diverse thinkers from several different academic disciplines, so it is difficult to characterize postmodernism in a way that would be fair to this diversity. Still, it is possible to provide a fairly accurate characterization of postmodernism in general, since its friends and foes understand it well enough to debate its strengths and weaknesses.20
Postmodernism is both an historical, chronological notion and a philosophical ideology. Understood historically, postmodernism refers to a period of thought that follows, and is a reaction to, the period called modernity. Modernity is the period of European thought that developed out of the Renaissance (fourteenth–seventeenth centuries) and flourished in the Enlightenment (seventeenth–nineteenth centuries) in the ideas of people like Descartes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Leibniz, and Kant. In the chronological sense, postmodernism is sometimes called “post modernism.” So understood, it is fair to say that postmodernism is often guilty of a simplistic characterization of modernity, because the thinkers in that time period were far from monolithic. Indeed, Descartes, Hume, and Kant have elements in their thought that are more at home in postmodernism than they are in the so-called modern era. Nevertheless, setting historical accuracy aside, the chronological notion of postmodernism depicts it as an era that began and, in some sense, replaces modernity.
As a philosophical standpoint, postmodernism is primarily a reinterpretation of what knowledge is and what counts as knowledge. More broadly, it represents a form of cultural relativism about such things as reality, truth, reason, value, linguistic meaning, the self, and other notions. On a postmodernist view, there is no such thing as objective reality, truth, knowledge, value, reason, and so forth. All these are social constructions, creations of linguistic practices and, as such, are relative not to individuals but to social groups that share a narrative. Roughly, a narrative is a perspective such as Marxism, atheism, or Christianity that is embedded in the group’s social and linguistic practices. Important postmodern thinkers are Friedrich Nietzsche, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jacques Derrida, Thomas Kuhn, Michel Foucault, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Francois Lyotard. Some postmodernists are thorough-going relativists, though most allow that the hard sciences provide reliable knowledge of reality.
Focusing on the Main Lesson
Given these two worldviews, we see again that the central defining feature of our secular culture is this: There is no nonempirical knowledge, especially no theological or ethical knowledge. Science and science alone carries authority in culture because the alleged possession of knowledge gives people authority, and science and science alone is perceived to have knowledge. Outside science — especially in theological, ethical, or political discussions — the makeup man is more important than the speech-writer (feeling and image are more important than reason, knowledge, and truth).
Let me illustrate how this view of knowledge carries authority today. A few years ago, Time magazine did a cover story on how the universe is going to end.21 It said, basically, that scientists now know that the universe will eventually reach a point where it’s going to wind down, and it will run out of heat, light, and motion. So there won’t be any heat; there won’t be any light; and there won’t be any motion. Now it never occurred to any of these scientists that if things are winding down, they had to be wound up. And if things have to be wound up, there must be a winder-upper, but that’s a line of thought for another occasion. For present purposes, the importance of the article was this claim: For centuries, millennia, it said, we’ve wanted to know how all this would end. Unfortunately, the only place we could turn was religion and philosophy, which amount to idle speculation. Now, for the first time in the human race, science has moved into this area of inquiry, and for the first time, we now have knowledge in answer to our questions.
This claim conveyed that science gives answers but that religion, ethics, politics, and things like that merely provide faith or mere belief of some kind.
Here’s another example from The California Framework of this view of knowledge. This is the State of California’s guidelines for teaching evolution in the public schools. You can pick this up in any elementary, junior high, or high school principal’s office anywhere in the state of California. Here is what it says:
At times, some students may insist that certain conclusions of science cannot be true because of certain religious or philosophical beliefs they hold. It is appropriate, if that happens, for the teacher to express the following: “I understand you may have personal reservations about accepting the scientific evidence, but it is scientific knowledge about which there is no reasonable doubt amongst scientists in their field, and it is my responsibility to teach it because it is part of our common intellectual heritage.”22
When the average Christian reads this, he or she walks away thinking that the primary matter of concern is the Framework’s statement about creation and evolution. However, the key issue is not about creation/evolution. It is about the Framework’s view of knowledge, specifically, the limitation of knowledge to the hard sciences. Observe the descriptors used of science: “scientific evidence,” “scientific knowledge,” “no reasonable doubt,” “common intellectual heritage.” Contrast these descriptors with the descriptors used for a religious claim: “personal reservation,” “beliefs they hold.” It is easy to see the difference between the way science is being conveyed here as a source of knowledge, and Christianity and religious claims, which are a source of “personal reservation,” personal feeling.
The current worldview struggle raises a question: Do we, the disciples of Jesus, possess through Scripture and other means a reliable source of knowledge of reality, or do we not? To answer this question, we will need to get clear on what knowledge is and is not. And that will be part of the task of the next chapter.
WHAT SHOULD I DO TO LIVE FOR CHRIST IN THIS HOUR OF CRISIS?
If you are like I am, your heart may be saddened by what you have read in this chapter. As disciples of Jesus Christ, we must ask how we can become the kind of people we need to be to bring honor to Christ, to help turn the culture toward Him, and to be lights in the midst of darkness for our families, friends, churches, and communities. There is no simple answer to this question, but one thing is crystal clear: We must rededicate ourselves to being deeply spiritual people of whom it can truly be said that “Christ is formed in you” (Galatians 4:19). And, given the times in which we live, we must also obey Jesus’ admonition to be as “wise as serpents, and harmless as doves” (Matthew 10:16, KJV). Surrounded by a fragmented culture, how do we become deeply spiritual people who are wise and savvy, yet innocent and pure? How do we raise children, develop good marriages, serve as role models at work, and make an attractive impact on our communities?
More than ever before, we need what the Old Testament calls wisdom. In later chapters we’ll talk more about the biblical view of wisdom, but for now I want to make something very clear: The spiritually mature person is a wise person. And a wise person has the savvy and skill necessary to lead an exemplary life and to address the issues of the day in a responsible, attractive way that brings honor to God. As we will see throughout this book, wisdom is the fruit of a life of study and a developed mind. Wisdom is the application of knowledge gained from studying both God’s written Word and His revealed truth in creation. If we are going to be wise, spiritual people prepared to meet the crises of our age, we must be a studying, learning community that values the life of the mind. The rest of this book develops the case for why this is so and presents resources for making it a reality in your own sojourn and in the life of your church. Clearly, to become spiritually formed in Christ, a person of wisdom, requires that we follow Christ’s teaching in this critical area — and it was He who taught us to love the Lord our God with all our minds.
SUMMARY
In closing, I want to repeat that I am neither adequate for, nor do I have space to conduct, a full analysis of what has happened to the culture and the church. Obviously, more is going on here than a changed perspective of the intellectual life. But we as Christians must face the main fact of this chapter, to wit: Due to certain forces in the 1800s, conservative American Christianity responded to intellectual attack by withdrawing from public discourse and developing an anti-intellectual view of the Christian faith. This response created both a marginalized church with a softened impact for Christ and a secular culture.
English professor Carolyn Kane wrote an article in Newsweek about the loss of thinking in American culture generally. After putting her finger squarely on the problem, Kane identified her solution in front of both God and the Newsweek readership: “But how can we revive interest in the art of thinking? The best place to start would be in homes and churches of our land.”23 It is striking that she did not appeal to government, or for more money for public schools or better college facilities. Instead, she identified the church as the key factor. Perhaps Kane has a better grasp of the importance of the intellectual life in the Christian faith than many of us do. Perhaps she has read enough Scripture to know that the church was meant to be and has often been the instrument of reason in society. In the next chapter, we will see what Scripture tells us about the role of reason in the Christian life.
CHAPTER TWO
SKETCHING A BIBLICAL PORTRAIT OF THE LIFE OF THE MIND
In graduate school, one of my professors was a radical skeptic and relativist who went out of his way to debunk anything that had to do with Christianity. The professor was a well-known scholar whose ideas influenced hundreds of thousands of people since he regularly contributed a guest editorial to a widely read newspaper. One year after my graduation I learned that this professor had been raised in an evangelical home and church and, in fact, had been the leader of his high school youth group. Because he was bright, he developed certain intellectual doubts as a teen. When he approached the elders and pastors of his church, they failed to answer his questions. Unfortunately, they also gave him the message that faith does not require answering intellectual queries and that his problem was really spiritual and not intellectual. Needless to say, this approach did not help him in his Christian journey.
Contrast this story with Saint Augustine’s (AD 354–430) description of his own conversion. Prior to his conversion, Augustine was a member of a religious cult called Manichaeanism. Being bright, Augustine had intellectual doubts about Manichaeanism, but no fellow members of the sect could answer his questions. Instead, they kept telling him to wait for the arrival of Faustus, a leading Manichaean teacher. But when Faustus came, Augustine was bitterly disappointed to find out that he relied on rhetorical skills and eloquence of speech to persuade people of the Manichaean point of view, yet his answers were shallow and poorly reasoned. Eventually, Augustine abandoned Manichaeanism. Thankfully, over the next few years, Augustine came across two Christian leaders — Ambrose and Pontitianus — who intelligently discussed with him different issues concerning the faith. This profoundly influenced Augustine and helped him on his way toward conversion.1
What is the difference in these two stories? Ambrose and Pontitianus exhibited a more biblical appreciation of the role that reason plays in Christian life and ministry than did the leaders in my professor’s church. Now don’t get me wrong on this, those elders were right about the Christian’s desire to be like God and to live a deep and fruitful Christian life. And no doubt the leaders in my professor’s church had these desires. Unfortunately, sincerity is not enough for powerful Christian ministry. We must also have an accurate biblical understanding of what we are to be about. In this chapter, I want to show that the importance of reason and a Christian intellectual life is clearly taught in Scripture. My purpose is not to proof-text my claims by merely tacking a few verses onto my thesis here and there. Rather, my passion is to paint a picture, to sketch out a vision of what the Christian way is like and illustrate how important a life of study and thought is to flourishing in that way. This chapter weaves together strands of evidence into a tapestry to show that Augustine and his friends had it right: According to the Bible, developing a Christian mind is part of the very essence of discipleship unto the Lord Jesus.
Since I will be saying a lot about reason in this chapter, it is important from the start to clarify what I mean by it. Obviously, I do not mean by the term something that is opposed to faith or revelation. By “reason” I mean all our faculties relevant to gaining knowledge and justifying our beliefs about different things. We all possess a number of different human faculties. For example, through my senses I know there is a computer before me and it is colored gray. Through my memory I know I had coffee this morning. Through my logical abilities I know that if a tree is taller than a car and a car is taller than a dog, then a tree is taller than a dog. Through my moral faculty I know kindness is a virtue and torturing babies is wrong. By reason, I simply mean the faculties, in isolation or in combination, I use to gain knowledge and justify my beliefs.
In this chapter, I want to show that the careful cultivation of reason should be a high value for the Christian community. To do this, we will look at biblical teaching about reason and the Christian mind. Let us begin in earnest, then, and see what the Bible says about the importance of the intellect.
A BIBLICAL SKETCH OF THE VALUE OF REASON
The Nature of the God of the Bible
Our Lord is a God of reason as well as of revelation. The Bible teaches, for example, that among God’s attributes is omniscience: God is perfect in knowledge and, in fact, knows everything both actual and possible (1 Samuel 23:11-13; Job 37:16; 1 John 3:20). The Son of God became incarnate as the Logos (Greek: “the word”), which some take to represent and emphasize this reasoned, omniscient aspect of God’s character, that is, the divine reason or wisdom that is made manifest and understandable in the God-man Jesus Christ.
There are other examples of God’s nature that demonstrate a biblical harmony with reason. For example, God exhibits wise intelligence in choosing the best goals and the best means of accomplishing them. So wise is He that Scripture calls Him “the only wise God” (Romans 16:27). He is the God of truth who cannot lie (Titus 1:2) and who is completely reliable (Romans 3:4; Hebrews 6:18). His very word is true (John 17:17), and His church — not the university — is the pillar and support of the truth (1 Timothy 3:15). He invites His creatures to come and reason together with Him (Isaiah 1:18) by bringing a legally reasoned case against His actions to which He will respond (Ecclesiastes 6:10; Jeremiah 12:1; 20:12).
What a contrast the God of the Bible is with the god of Islam, who is so transcendent that his ways are inscrutable (beyond understanding)! How different He is from the irrational, fickle, finite deities of the Greek pantheon or other polytheistic religions! These mythological “gods” exhibit the folly of human emotion and the danger of ignoring revelation. The God of the Bible requires teachers who diligently study His Word and handle it accurately (compare 2 Timothy 2:15 and 1 Timothy 4:15-16). He demands of His evangelists that they give rational justification to questioners who ask them why they believe as they do (1 Peter 3:15). On one occasion His chief apostle, Paul, emphasized that his gospel preaching was by way of “words of sober truth” (Acts 26:25, nasb) when Festus charged that his great learning was driving him mad (Acts 26:24). No anti-intellectualism here! By contrast, the monistic religions of the East promote gurus who offer koans, paradoxes like the sound of one hand clapping, upon which to meditate in order to free the devotee from dependence on reason and enable him to escape the laws of logic. The Buddhist is to leave his mind behind, but the Christian God requires transformation by way of the mind’s renewal (Romans 12:1-2).
Is it any wonder that we Christians started the first universities and have planted schools and colleges everywhere our missionaries have gone? Is it any wonder that science began in Christian Europe because of the belief that the same rational God who made the human mind also created the world so the mind would be suited to discern the world’s rational structure placed there by God? God is certainly not a cultural elitist, and He does not love intellectuals more than anyone else. But it needs to be said in the same breath that ignorance is not a Christian virtue if those virtues mirror the perfection of God’s own character.
How the Bible as Revelation Points Us to a Christian Mind
We have now revisited what the Scriptures say about the nature of God Himself and briefly contrasted the biblical portrait of God with other religious worldviews (Islam, Eastern pantheism, polytheism). We’ve seen that only the God of the Bible has a natural affinity for reason and rationality in humans (we are, after all, created in His image). Now let us look at how God’s revelation of Himself in the Scriptures points us further toward the importance of developing a Christian mind.
1. Revelation is truth. When the God we love chose to reveal Himself, He did so in creation itself and in more specific, special ways — most importantly, in the Scriptures and Jesus Christ. For now I want to focus on the nature of the Bible as a revelation from God and see what implications this may have for the importance of the mind. The central biblical terms for revelation — galah2 (Hebrew), apocalupto, phaneroo (Greek) — express the idea of revealing, disclosing, making manifest or known. When we affirm that the Bible is a revelation from God, we do not simply assert that God as a person is known in and through it. We also mean that God has revealed understandable, objectively true propositions. The Lord’s Word is not only practically useful, it is also theoretically true (John 17:17). God has revealed truth to us and not just Himself. This truth is addressed to our minds and requires an intellectual grasp to understand and then apply.
2. How does the Holy Spirit help us understand the Bible? Because of the Bible’s nature, serious study is needed to grasp what it says. Of course, Scripture contains easily grasped portions that are fairly straightforward. But some of it is very difficult, intellectually speaking. In fact, Peter once said that some of Paul’s writings were intellectually challenging, hard to understand, and easily distorted by untaught (that is, uneducated in Christian theology) and unstable people (2 Peter 3:16). Anyone who has tried to grasp the theological depths of Romans or Ephesians will say “Amen!” to that. The more a person develops the mind and the understanding of hermeneutics (the science of interpreting the Scriptures), the more he or she will be able to understand the meaning and significance of the Scriptures.
Unfortunately, many today apparently think that hard intellectual work is not needed to understand God’s propositional revelation to us. Instead, they believe that the Holy Spirit will simply make known the meaning of a text if implored to do so. Tragically, this represents a misunderstanding of the Spirit’s role in understanding the Scriptures. In my view, the Spirit does not help the believer understand the meaning of Scripture. Rather, He speaks to the believer’s soul, convicting, comforting, opening up applications of His truth through His promptings. There are three passages typically used to justify the idea that the Spirit helps us understand the meaning of a scriptural text: 1 Corinthians 2:14-15, John 14:26, and 1 John 2:27. Let’s unpack these biblical bags.
First Corinthians 2:14-15 reads as follows:
But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised. But he who is spiritual appraises all things, yet he himself is appraised by no one. (nasb)
The context of the passage is a discussion of the disunity in the Corinthian church, the manner in which Paul came to them, and the spiritual state in which he discovered them. There are three keys for interpreting the verse. First, the word for “accept” is dechomai. The more frequently used word in Greek with a similar meaning is lambano, which means simply “to receive.” Dechomai sometimes has a slightly different shade of meaning, namely, “to receive willingly.” It is used in 2 Corinthians 8:17 to refer to Titus’s acceptance of Paul’s request to visit Corinth. The term has nothing to do with Titus grasping Paul’s request intellectually. It expresses his willingness and openness to accept it. So in our passage, the natural man — the unbelieving person — does not receive willingly the things of God.
In 1 Corinthians 2:14, what are the “things of the Spirit of God” that the unbeliever does not receive willingly? The context indicates that Paul has in mind the very words and meanings of Holy Scripture. Paul is concerned to preserve the unity in the Corinthian church, and he does this by defending the divine authority of the apostles’ message, including his own “words of wisdom” to mature believers. In 1 Corinthians 2:10, Paul assures his readers that the apostles’ words of wisdom were revealed to them by God’s Spirit. Even more, Paul says in verse 13, God’s Spirit took the thoughts and ideas He had revealed to the apostles and combined them with just the right words necessary to convey these thoughts! It is these inspired words of the Scriptures that the unbeliever resists.
Second, the word for “understand” is ginosko in the Greek text and has the sense of “discerning as true and good” or “to know experientially by entering into.” It does not mean simply to grasp something cognitively. It is in this experiential sense that the Bible says a man “knows” his wife in sexual intercourse. Third, the term for “appraised” is anakrino, which means “to spiritually appraise or sift something.” It is used in Acts 17:11 of the Bereans, who tried to assess whether or not Paul’s understanding of the Old Testament was good and acceptable. Note that the Bereans had to already possess an intellectual grasp of Paul’s teachings before they could assess them. Combining these three insights, we see that 1 Corinthians 2:14-15 tells us that the Spirit aids the believer in being open to Scripture, in entering into it experientially, and in finding it good and acceptable. The Spirit helps us apply the significance of the text, but He does not teach us the cognitive meaning of the text. He leaves that up to us.
John 14:26 reads this way: “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to you” (nasb). This passage does not affirm that the Holy Spirit will teach the meaning of Scripture to believers. It promises to the apostles that the Spirit will inspire them and aid them in remembering the words of Jesus. The context makes this clear. Several verses (John 14:1,25,28-29; 16:16; 17:12-14,26) show that the disciples themselves are being spoken of and not believers in general. John 17:20 is conclusive evidence of this: “I do not ask on behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word” (NASB). Here Jesus makes a distinction between the disciples who are present and whom He is addressing (“you” in John 14:26 and “these alone” in 17:20) and believers in general (“those also who believe in Me through their word”).
In 1 John 2:27 we are told that “you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him” (NASB). Some take this to say that the Holy Spirit teaches the believer the truths of Scripture and that there is no need for a teacher — directly or in the form of commentaries — to understand the Bible. Common sense tells us this cannot be the correct way to take the passage, for two reasons. First, if we don’t need a teacher, we wouldn’t need John to teach us that we don’t need a teacher! We would already know this by the “anointing!” Second, the disposition of the entire New Testament is that God has given His people gifted teachers who are to work diligently at their teaching (for example, Ephesians 4:11).
More specifically, John is addressing a historical situation in which Gnostic-like teachers were claiming special, secret insight into the Bible, a sort of specially illumined wisdom of which they were gatekeepers in much the same way some people today appeal to the Spirit to validate their biblical interpretations! John is saying that since the believers have been baptized (anointed) into the body of Christ by the Spirit, they have no need of some additional, special, secret knowledge only given to certain teachers. John is not making a statement about the need for teachers generally.
I don’t want to belabor the point about the Spirit and biblical interpretation, but it is crucial to grasp the implications of what I am saying. When cultists come to my door, I often point out that they take passages out of context. To prove my charge I ask them to state the historical setting, main theme, and basic structure of just one of the sixty-six books of the Bible. It would be unfair to expect someone to do this for all the books, but if someone is in the habit of studying Scripture properly and with an eye on context, then over the years that person should have a growing ability to do this. I have never once had a cultist answer this question.
Could you do it? If the answer is no, you should ask yourself whether your approach to the Bible is adequate. I fear that our inaccurate emphasis on the Holy Spirit’s role in understanding Scripture has become an easy shortcut to the hard work of building a personal library of study tools and using them. As Gallup poll after Gallup poll has shown, the result of our inaccurate emphasis on the Spirit, along with our intellectual laziness, is that modern Christians are largely illiterate about the content of their own religion and feel inadequate because of it. We need local churches dedicated to the task of training believers to think theologically and biblically. We must develop intelligent Christians; that is, Christians who have the mental training to see issues clearly, make important distinctions carefully, and weigh various factors appropriately. If we are not really planning to see this happen, then at the end of the day, what we are really saying is that a deep understanding of the Scripture, creeds, and theology of Christianity just doesn’t matter that much. But as we’ll see in the next section, the Scriptures themselves attest to the importance of our minds in our spiritual formation in Christ. Let’s look at the most critical texts in the New Testament in this regard.
Three Important Texts
Any disciple of Jesus who is doing his or her best to raise children, nurture other believers, or grow in the Christian way needs a plan for making certain progress in these endeavors. And any plan must take into account three critical New Testament texts: Paul’s most important statement of Christian dedication in Romans 12:1-2, Jesus’ summary of the Old Testament in Matthew 22:37-39, and Peter’s imperative for flourishing courageously in a hostile, unbelieving environment in 1 Peter 3:15.
1. Romans 12:1-2. Because of its special relevance to the topic of chapter 3, I will defer in-depth treatment of Romans 12:1-2 to the next chapter. For our purposes here, let’s simply look at the text and relate it to our overall understanding of the importance of the Christian mind and what the Scriptures are teaching us:
Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect. (NASB)
Now these words of Paul’s are familiar to many, but the critical point of verse 2 is that we cannot “prove,” that is, “make known to ourselves and to others,” what God’s will is without the renewing or transformation of our minds. This brings the mind to the spiritual stage, front and center! We all want to know God’s will, but this text is telling us we can’t unless we present our bodies, including our soul and minds, to the Lord for transformation and renewal! We’ll look at this in more depth in the next chapter, but for now, be aware of this important insight: by “presenting our bodies,” Paul means we must be available to do the hard work of understanding what God has said in His Word and take the time to study it in order to have our minds transformed!
2. Matthew 22:37-39. In Matthew 22:35-40, an expert in Mosaic Law challenged Jesus to summarize the entire Old Testament. In order to answer this question, Jesus must have studied the Old Testament thoroughly. Remember, even though He was God, He was also human, and during most of His earthly life He hid and subordinated His divine nature to His Father and lived as a genuine human being. The Scriptures tell us He grew in knowledge, learned things, and so forth. His now-famous answer to the lawyer included these words: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind” (verse 37, NASB). In other words, God is worthy of being loved with every single facet of human personality, not simply with one or two aspects of our nature. Note carefully that Jesus included an intellectual love for God with the mind.
What would it look like for a church, a parent, a teen, or any individual disciple to try to nurture an intellectual love for God in himself and others? We will look more fully at this question in later chapters, but for now I want to press home that answering this question is the duty of any disciple of Jesus. We get a hint at what might be included in loving God with the mind in the context preceding Jesus’ answer. In Matthew 22:23-33 a group of Sadducees (who did not believe in the resurrection of the dead) tried to trap Jesus with an intellectual argument involving a story of a woman who had successively been married to seven brothers. Whose wife will she be in the resurrection? they asked. Jesus’ options seemed to be: (1) deny the resurrection, (2) accept polygamy and adultery by affirming her marriage to all seven in heaven, or (3) unfairly and arbitrarily limit her marriage to one brother only.
It is interesting to note that Jesus did something His followers should emulate: He intelligently answered the Sadducees’ question! First, He addressed the surface issue by denying the necessary condition for the Sadducees’ argument to get off the ground; that is, He denied that there is marriage in heaven. He then went for the deeper issue about the resurrection, and His strategy is instructive. He cites what on the surface appears to be a verse inadequately related to the issue of resurrection: “‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob[.]’ He is not the God of the dead but of the living” (verse 32, NASB). As a young Christian, I was puzzled by Jesus’ response because I myself could have cited better verses than this one — for example, Daniel 12:2, which explicitly affirms the resurrection. Or so I thought. Jesus’ genius is revealed when we recognize that He had studied Sadducean theology and knew that they did not accept the full authority of the prophets, including Daniel. He also knew that the very passage He used was one of the very defining verses for the entire Sadducean party! His argument hinged on the tense of the Hebrew verb. Jesus does not say, “I was the God of Abraham, etc.,” but, “I am (continue to be) the God of Abraham, etc.,” a claim that could be true only if Abraham and others continued to exist.
For our purposes, two things are important about the narrative. First, Jesus revealed His intellectual skills in debate by: (1) showing His familiarity with His opponents’ point of view; (2) appealing to common ground (a text all the disputants accepted) instead of expressing a biblical text He accepted but they rejected (Daniel 12:2); and (3) deftly using the laws of logic to dissect His opponents’ argument and refute it powerfully. Second, because it forms the immediately preceding context for Matthew 22:37-39, this incident may inform at least part of what it means to love God intellectually: to be prepared to stand up for God’s truth and honor when they are challenged and to do so with carefully thought-out answers.
3. 1 Peter 3:15. The need to have answers to people’s questions is the core of our third passage: “And do not fear their intimidation, and do not be troubled, but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense [apologia] to everyone who asks you to give an account [logos] for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence” (1 Peter 3:14-15, NASB). Two key words are central to Peter’s meaning: apologia and logos. The word apologia means “to defend something,” for example, offering positive arguments for and responding to negative arguments against your position in a courtroom. It is important to recognize that this is exactly how the apostle Paul did evangelism (Acts 14:15-17; 17:2,4,17-31; 18:4; 19:8). He persuaded people to become Christians by offering rational arguments on behalf of the truth of the gospel. He even cited approvingly two pagan philosophers, Epimenides and Aratus (Acts 17:28), as part of his case for the gospel. In 1 Peter 3:15, the apostle does not suggest that we be prepared to do this, he commands it.
The word logos means “evidence or argument which provides rational justification for some belief.” In his dialogue Theaetetus, Plato attempted to define knowledge. According to Plato, if you know something, what you know must at least be true and you must believe it. If you said you knew it was raining outside, but either it was not raining outside or you did not even believe it was, others would rightly be puzzled at your claim to knowledge. But as Plato pointed out, knowledge is more than just true beliefs. We all have many true beliefs that don’t count as knowledge. If someone hits you on the head and, as a result, somehow you form the true belief that a methane molecule has four carbon atoms in it, no one would claim that you knew this to be the case, especially compared to a scientist who had spent five years studying methane. You and the scientist both have true beliefs about methane, but he has knowledge and you don’t. What is the difference? Plato says the scientist has a true belief plus logos (evidence) and you fail to have logos. The scientist has good reasons that justify his true belief, you have a blind faith that just happens to be true. Applied to our passage, Peter is saying that we are to be prepared to give rational arguments and good reasons for why we believe what we believe, and this involves the mind. Peter’s reference to gentleness and reverence implies that we are to argue but not be argumentative.
Have you been afraid to stand up for Christ when the opportunity presented itself? Or when you have done so, have you come off as shallow, reactionary, and defensive? If so, there is nothing magical about changing your life in this area. First, as with every other area of life, you have to study hard and gain an intellectual grasp of the issues so you can be confident and courageous. Second, you need to be sure that Jesus Christ is the Lord of your life; that is, you are to serve His name, not make one for yourself. This was Peter’s counsel to fearful believers being intimidated by powerful forces outside the church.
Before we leave this passage, I cannot resist making one more observation. In Acts 4:13 we read that certain Jewish elders and rulers noted that Peter and John were uneducated and unlearned. Some have taken this to have anti-intellectual implications for Christian life and witness. However, the Jewish leaders did not mean that Peter and John were irrational or intellectually unskilled. Rather, they meant that Peter and John had not undergone formal rabbinic training. There are no implications whatever from this verse about the value of education per se. Moreover, this was said of Peter at the beginning of his ministry. When he wrote his first epistle some thirty years later, he had changed. Many liberals deny that Peter could have written 1 Peter because it is written in a highly educated, intellectual Greek style unlikely to be within the purview of a simple fisherman. However, it is more likely that Peter took his own advice (1 Peter 3:15) and, from the time of Acts 4:13 to the time he wrote his epistle, devoted himself to intellectual cultivation as a part of his discipleship unto the Lord Jesus. By the time the opportunity presented itself for him to address a dispersed group of Greek Christians, some of them well-educated, he was up to the task. Even if we grant that Silvanus polished Peter’s style (compare 1 Peter 5:12), there were limits to the degree that a scribe could exercise such polishing, and Peter’s grammar would have been better than average and certainly an improvement over the Greek linguistic skills of a typical fisherman. Moreover, the care and precision of the argument of 1 Peter reveals a carefully trained mind.
CHRISTIANITY AND KNOWLEDGE
Do we, the disciples of Jesus, possess through Scripture and other means a reliable source of knowledge of reality, or do we not? This is an important question. The possession of knowledge — especially religious and moral knowledge — is essential for a life of flourishing. To answer this question we must, first, answer another question: What exactly is knowledge, and what does it mean to say Christian teaching provides it? Let’s begin in earnest and see if we can find an answer to this query.
Knowledge Defined
Here’s a simple definition of knowledge: It is to represent reality in thought or experience the way it really is on the basis of adequate grounds. To know something (the nature of cancer, forgiveness, God) is to think of or experience it as it really is on a solid basis of evidence, experience, intuition, and so forth. Little can be said in general about what counts as “adequate grounds.” The best one can do is to start with specific cases of knowledge and its absence in art, chemistry, memory, Scripture, and logic and formulate helpful descriptions of “adequate grounds” accordingly.
Three Important Clarifications About Knowledge
Please note three important things.
1. Knowledge has nothing to do with certainty or an anxious quest for it. One can know something without being certain about it and in the presence of doubt or the admission that one might be wrong. Recently, I know that God spoke to me about a specific matter, but I admit it is possible I am wrong about this (though, so far, I have no good reason to think I am wrong). When Paul said, “This you know with certainty” (Ephesians 5:5, NASB), he clearly implied that one can know without certainty; otherwise, the statement would be redundant. Why? If I say, “Give me a burger with pickles on it,” I imply that it is possible to have a burger without pickles. If, contrary to fact, pickles were simply essential ingredients of burgers, it would be redundant to ask for burgers with pickles. The parallel to “knowledge with certainty” should be easy to see. When Christians claim to have knowledge of this or that, for example, that God is real, that Jesus rose from the dead, that the Bible is the Word of God, they are not saying that there is no possibility that they could be wrong, that they have no doubts, or that they have answers to every question raised against them. They are simply saying that these and other claims satisfy the definition given above.
2. One can know something without knowing how one knows it. If one always has to know how one knows something before one can know it, one would also have to know how one knows how one knows something, and so on to infinity. Life is too short for such lengthy regresses and, thankfully, we often just know things without having any idea how we do. Thus, a person could know he or she has experienced the presence of God without being able to tell a skeptic how he or she knows this. When Christians claim to know this or that, they are not saying that they always know how they know the things they do. For example, many Christians have had experiences in which they knew that God was guiding them in a certain way, but they may not have been able to say exactly how they knew this. Now, it is often the case that some in the Christian community — for example, experts in New Testament studies or philosophy — do, in fact, know how we Christians know certain things. But it is not necessary for the average believer to have this information before they are within their rights to claim to know God is real and so forth.
3. One can know without knowing that one knows. Consider Joe, an insecure yet dedicated high school student, who is about to take his history final. He has studied thoroughly and knows the material, but when a friend asks him if he is prepared for the test, he says, “no.” In this case, Joe actually knows the material, but he doesn’t know he knows it. Thus, he lacks confidence. Today, cultural elites in the media and university tell us that we cannot know that God is real, and so on. As a result, while many Christians actually do know various things relevant to Christianity, they lack confidence because they do not know that they have this knowledge.
Three Kinds of Knowledge
In addition to these three observations about knowledge, there are three different kinds of knowledge.
1. Knowledge by acquaintance. This happens when we are directly aware of something, for example, when I see an apple directly before me or pay attention to my inner feelings, I know these things by acquaintance. One does not need a concept of an apple or knowledge of how to use the word apple in English to have knowledge by acquaintance with an apple. A baby can see an apple without having the relevant concept or linguistic skills. Knowledge by acquaintance is sometimes called “simple seeing,” being directly aware of something. Sometimes Christians know God by directly experiencing His presence, forgiveness, and so on.
2. Propositional knowledge. This is knowledge that an entire proposition is true. For example, knowledge that “the object there is an apple” requires having a concept of an apple and knowing that the object under consideration satisfies the concept. Propositional knowledge is justified true belief; it is believing something that is true on the basis of adequate grounds. The Bible is our ultimate, final source of propositional knowledge about the doctrines of Christianity.
3. Know-how. This is the ability to do certain things, for example, to use apples for certain purposes. We may distinguish mere know-how from genuine know-how or skill. The latter is know-how based on knowledge and insight and is characteristic of skilled practitioners in some field. Mere know-how is the ability to engage in the correct behavioral movements, say by following the steps in a manual, with little or no knowledge of why one is performing these movements. Biblical know-how directed at living life well is called wisdom.
Because knowledge by acquaintance is so important, let me elaborate on it a bit further. This sort of knowledge is knowledge by simple seeing — when one directly experiences something. One can think of a tree, God, or whether or not one is angry, but these are all different from directly being aware of the tree, God, or one’s inner state of anger. Knowledge by acquaintance is an important foundation for all knowledge, and in an important sense, experience or direct awareness of reality is the basis for everything we know. Experience is more basic than ultimate worldview presuppositions and, in fact, the evidence of experience provides data for evaluating rival worldviews or interpretations of some event.
One should not limit what one can see or directly be aware of to the five senses. One can also be directly aware of one’s own soul and inner states of thoughts, feelings, desires, beliefs, and so forth by introspective awareness of one’s inner life. One can be directly aware of God and His presence in religious experience, of His speaking to one in guidance, of the Spirit’s testimony to various things, and so forth. From Plato to the present, many philosophers have believed, correctly in my view, in what is called rational awareness, the soul’s ability to directly be aware of aesthetic and moral values, numbers and the laws of mathematics, the laws of logic, and various abstract objects such as humanness, wisdom, and so forth. The important thing to note is that we humans have the power to “see,” to be directly aware of, to directly experience a wide range of things, many of which are not subject to sensory awareness with the five senses.
To “simply see” an apple (or experience God in contemplative prayer) is to be directly aware of it. To see something as an apple (or God) requires that one has acquired the concept of being an apple (perhaps from repeated exposure to simply seeing apples) and applies it to the object before one. To see that an object is an apple (or God), one must have the entire thought in one’s mind, “The object before me is an apple,” and judge that the object genuinely corresponds to that thought. All three have relevance to mystical experience and awareness of God.
Given the reality and nature of knowledge by acquaintance, it follows that knowledge does not begin with presuppositions, language, concepts, one’s cultural standpoint, worldview, or anything else. It starts with awareness of reality. Seeing as and seeing that require that one has presuppositions, concepts, and so forth. One’s presuppositions and so forth will influence how we see things as such and such, for example, as a healing from God, and one’s worldview will influence our seeing that or judging that such and such, for example, seeing/judging that this event is a miraculous healing. But one’s worldview does not determine the way we see or judge things. That’s far too strong. Influence is one thing; determination is another. Failure to make this distinction has contributed to confusions I will address later.
And because we have direct acquaintance with the world itself prior to seeing as (applying a concept to something) or seeing that (judging that an entire proposition is true), we can compare the way we see things or judge things with the things themselves, and thereby we can adjust our worldview. For example, because we actually see the person get well, we can verify or disconfirm that we are right to see the event as or to judge it as a miracle from God. Knowledge by acquaintance gives us direct access to reality as it is in itself, and we actually know this to be the case in our daily lives.
The Biblical Emphasis on Knowledge
The possession of knowledge is crucial for life. Knowledge provides truth about reality along with the skillful ability to interact with reality. It is so important that Hosea 4:6 categorically asserts that “my people are destroyed for lack of knowledge. Because you have rejected knowledge, I also will reject you from being My priest. Since you have forgotten the law of your God, I also will forget your children” (nasb). Note carefully that Hosea did not say the people had rejected faith. It was far worse than that. They had rejected the only appropriate ground for faith — knowledge. It comes as a surprise to people that Scripture has as much or more to say about knowledge than faith. Consider the following passages (emphasis added) about the scriptural importance of knowledge:
Now I know that the LORD is greater than all other gods, for he did this to those who had treated Israel arrogantly. (Exodus 18:11)
Acknowledge [lit., know] and take to heart this day that the LORD is God in heaven above and on the earth below. There is no other. (Deuteronomy 4:39)
Know that the LORD has set apart the godly for himself; the LORD will hear when I call to him. (Psalm 4:3)
The lips of the righteous know what is fitting. (Proverbs 10:32)
Then all mankind will know that I, the LORD, am your Savior, your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob. (Isaiah 49:26)
You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God. (Matthew 22:29 — a fine combination of propositional and experiential knowledge)
If anyone chooses to do God’s will, he will find out [lit., will know] whether my teaching comes from God or whether I speak on my own. (John 7:17)
This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true. (John 21:24)
We know that the law is spiritual. (Romans 7:14)
We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. (Romans 8:22)
And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. (Romans 8:28)
Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain. (1 Corinthians 15:58)
Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands. (2 Corinthians 5:1)
We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. (1 Timothy 1:8)
We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. (1 John 2:3 — a matchless example of propositional knowledge, personal knowledge, and moral ground)
Scripture on the Value of Extrabiblical Knowledge
A picture is emerging from our glance at Holy Scripture, a portrait of the mature Christian life in which the intellectual life, the careful development of our faculty of reason, is an essential, valuable component. The spiritual journey is certainly more than loving God with our minds, but just as surely, that journey is at least a life of such intellectual devotion. As we grow in our love for God and seek to be like Him, we make it our intention to become as well-informed and knowledgeable as we can, given that our intellectual development must be balanced with devotion to growth in other aspects of our human selves.
1. The Scriptures show us the value of extrabiblical knowledge for a life of wisdom. The Bible has a lot to say about wisdom, and reverence for God is where it begins (Proverbs 1:7). But such reverence alone will not bring wisdom. Wisdom results when a respectful heart is united with a disciplined mind. Knowledge is the fruit of study, and knowledge is necessary for wisdom.
Holy Scripture is the central object of study in loving God with the mind. However, it is not the only object of such study. God has revealed Himself and various truths on a number of topics outside the Bible. As Christians have known throughout our history, common sense, logic, and mathematics — along with the arts, humanities, sciences, and other areas of study — contain important truths relevant to life in general and to the development of a careful, life-related Christian worldview. According to the Bible, wisdom comes from studying ants as well as learning Scripture (Proverbs 6)!
In 1756, John Wesley delivered an address to a gathering of clergy on how to carry out the pastoral ministry with joy and skill. In his address, Wesley cataloged a number of things familiar to most contemporary believers — the cultivation of a disposition to glorify God and save souls, a knowledge of Scripture, and similar notions. However, at the very beginning of his list, Wesley focused on something seldom expressly valued by most pastoral search committees: “Ought not a Minister to have, First, a good understanding, a clear apprehension, a sound judgment, and a capacity of reasoning with some closeness?”3 Time and again throughout the address, Wesley unpacked this remark by admonishing ministers to know what would sound truly odd and almost pagan to the average person in the pew today: logic, metaphysics, natural theology, geometry, and the ideas of important figures in the history of thought (philosophy, history, literature). For Wesley, study in these areas (especially philosophy and geometry) helped train the mind to think precisely, a habit of incredible value, he asserted, when it comes to thinking as a Christian about theological themes or scriptural texts. For Wesley, the study of extrabiblical information and the writings of unbelievers was of critical value for growth and maturity. As he put it elsewhere, “To imagine none can teach you but those who are themselves saved from sin, is a very great and dangerous mistake. Give not place to it for a moment.”4
Wesley’s remarks were not unusual in his time. A century earlier, the great Reformed pastor Richard Baxter was faced with lukewarmness in the church and unbelief outside it. In 1667 he wrote a book to meet these needs, and in it he used philosophy, logic, and general items of knowledge outside Scripture to argue for the existence of the soul and the life to come.5 The fact that Baxter turned to philosophy and extra-biblical knowledge instead of therapy or praise hymns is worth pondering. Over a millennium earlier, Augustine summarized the view of many early church fathers when he said that “We must show our Scriptures not to be in conflict with whatever [our critics] can demonstrate about the nature of things from reliable sources.”6 Philosophy and extrabiblical knowledge were the main tools Augustine used in this task. In fact, it is safe to say that throughout much of church history, Scripture and right reason were considered twin allies to be prized and used by disciples of Jesus.
In valuing extrabiblical knowledge, our brothers and sisters in church history were merely following common sense and Scripture itself. Repeatedly, Scripture acknowledges the wisdom of cultures outside Israel; for example, Egypt (Isaiah 19:11-13), the Edomites (Jeremiah 49:7), the Phoenicians (Zechariah 9:2), and many, many others. The remarkable achievements produced by human wisdom are acknowledged in Job 28:1-11. The wisdom of Solomon is compared to that of the “men of the east” and Egypt in order to show that it surpassed that of people with a longstanding, well-deserved reputation for wisdom (1 Kings 4:29-34). Paul approvingly quotes pagan philosophers (Acts 17:28) and Jude cites the noncanonical book The Assumption of Moses in Jude 9. The book of Proverbs is filled with examples in which knowledge, even moral and spiritual knowledge, can be gained from studying things (for example, ants) in the natural world. Once Jesus taught that we should know we are to love our enemies, not on the basis of an Old Testament text, but from careful reflection on how the sun and rain behave (Matthew 5:44-45). We can and must cultivate the Christian mind, but in that tilling we must include the study of the works of extrabiblical knowledge.
2. Scripture teaches us the value of the natural moral law. Two specific aspects of scriptural teaching about extrabiblical knowledge are worthy of special note. First, Scripture repeatedly acknowledges the existence of natural moral law: true moral principles rooted in the way God made things, addressed to humans as humans (instead of to man as a believing member of the kingdom of God) and knowable by all people independently of the Bible (Job 31:13-15; Romans 1–2).7 Among other things, what this means is that believers need not appeal to Scripture in arguing for certain ethical positions, say, in the abortion debate.
Indeed, in my own view, the church is to work for a just state, not a Christian state or theocracy.8 We are not to place the state under Scripture. But if this is true, where is the source of moral guidance for the state to be just and to punish wrongdoers as Romans 13:1-7 teaches? The answer is the natural moral law. God has revealed enough of His moral law in creation for the state to do its job. The church may preach to unbelievers what Scripture says about some topic, but when believers argue for their views in the public square or defend them against those who do not accept the Scriptures, they should use general principles of moral argument and reasoning.
This is precisely what the prophet Amos did. In Amos 1 and 2, he denounced the moral behavior of several people-groups outside of Israel, and he never once appealed to Scripture. Instead, he was content to rest his case with an appeal to self-evident moral principles in the natural law, which he assumed were known by those without Scripture. But when he turned to rebuke the people of Israel, for the first time he said that they had violated the “law of the Lord” (Amos 2:4), knowing that they had a familiarity with Holy Scripture. Amos appealed to common ground in all these cases, just as Jesus did in reasoning with the Sadducees (Matthew 22:23-33) and Paul in evangelizing the Greeks (Acts 17:16-31).
3. Scripture shows the value of being qualified to minister from a position of influence. The second aspect of scriptural teaching about extrabiblical knowledge is, Scripture shows people qualified to minister in God’s name in situations that required them to have intellectual skills in extrabiblical knowledge. In Daniel 1:3-4; 2:12-13; 5:7, we see Daniel and his friends in a position to influence Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, only because they showed intelligence in every branch of wisdom. These men had studied and learned Babylonian science, geometry, and literature. And because of this, they were prepared to serve when the occasion presented itself.
I remember being in a meeting with Dr. Bill Bright, founder of Campus Crusade for Christ, shortly after Ronald Reagan had been elected president. Dr. Bright came into the meeting late because Reagan had called to ask him to confer with other evangelical leaders in order to suggest a list of qualified evangelicals to serve in his presidential cabinet. With sadness in his heart, Dr. Bright said that after numerous phone conversations with other evangelical leaders, they had concluded that there simply were not many evangelicals with the intellectual and professional excellence for such a high post. C. Everett Koop was all they could think of and, as we now know, Koop got the position of surgeon general. Had evangelicals valued the study of extrabiblical knowledge the way Daniel and his friends did, things may have turned out quite differently.
How, then, should this attitude toward extrabiblical intellectual training inform parents and youth groups when they prepare Christian teenagers to go to college and tell teens why college is important? According to various studies, increasing numbers of college freshmen, on the advice of parents, say their primary goal in going to college is to get a good job and ensure a secure financial future for themselves. This parallels a trend in the same students toward valuing a good job more than developing a meaningful philosophy of life. Given this view of a college education, it is clear why the humanities have fallen on hard times. It is equally clear why the level of our public discourse on topics central to the culture wars is so shallow, since it is precisely the humanities that train people to think carefully about these topics.
What is not so clear is why Christians, with a confidence in the providential care and provision of God, would follow the secular culture in adopting this approach to college. How different this approach is compared to the value of a college education embraced by earlier generations of Christians: A Christian goes to college to discover his vocation — the area of service to which God has called him — and to develop the skills necessary to occupy a section of the cultural, intellectual domain in a manner worthy of the kingdom of God. A believer also goes to college to gain general information and the habits of thought necessary for developing a well-structured soul suitable for a well-informed, good citizen of both earthly and heavenly kingdoms. If the public square is naked, it may be because Christians have abandoned the humanities due to a sub-biblical appreciation for extra-biblical knowledge.
We have just looked at three important arguments that show the value of extrabiblical knowledge and the baptism of such knowledge by the Scriptures themselves. So, why do Christians continue to ignore the value of the life of the mind in the face of all this evidence? Let’s look briefly at five barriers to reason.
Biblical Resistance to the Intellectual Life
In spite of the multifaceted case for the centrality of a well-developed Christian mind to the Christian life, you still may be hesitant to accept its value. I will address these sources of resistance in chapter 4, but here I want to demolish five misconceptions that in one way or another wage war on the Christian mind by distorting what Scripture says on this topic.
1. The distortion of 1 Corinthians 1–2. Two frequently cited but misunderstood texts relevant to the Christian mind are 1 Corinthians 1–2 and Colossians 2:8. In 1 Corinthians 1 and 2, Paul argues against the wisdom of the world and reminds his readers that he did not visit them with persuasive words of wisdom. Some conclude from this that human reasoning and argument are futile, especially when applied to evangelism. There are several problems with this understanding of the passage. For one thing, if it is in fact an indictment against argumentation and reasoning, then it contradicts Paul’s own practices in Acts and his explicit appeal to argument and evidence on behalf of the Resurrection in the very same epistle (1 Corinthians 15).
Second, this passage is more accurately seen as a condemnation of the false, prideful use of reason, not of reason itself. It is hubris (pride) that is in view, not nous (mind). God chose foolish (moria) things that were offensive to human pride, not to reason properly used. For example, the idea of God being crucified was so offensive that the Greek spirit would have judged it to be morally disgusting.
The passage may also be a condemnation of Greek rhetoric. Greek orators prided themselves in possessing “persuasive words of wisdom,” and it was their practice to persuade a crowd of any side of an issue for the right price. They did not base their persuasion on rational considerations but on speaking ability, thus bypassing issues of substance. Paul is most likely contrasting himself with Greek rhetoricians. If so, then Paul is arguing against evangelists who spend all of their time working on their speaking techniques yet fail to address the minds of unbelievers in their gospel presentations!
Paul could also be making the claim that the content of the gospel cannot be deduced by pure reason from some set of first principles. No one could start off with an abstract concept of a first mover and deduce that a crucifixion would happen from this information alone. Thus, the gospel could never have been discovered by pure deductive reason from self-evident first principles, but had to be revealed by the biblical God who acts in history. Paul was insistent that the intellect could assess whether or not there was sufficient evidence to judge that God had so acted (1 Corinthians 15). So we cannot conclude from this passage that using reason is futile.
2. The distortion of Colossians 2:8. In this passage, Paul says, “See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.” Some take this to be a command to avoid secular studies, especially philosophy. However, upon closer inspection of the structure of the verse, it becomes clear that philosophy in general was not the focus. Rather, it is a certain sort of philosophy — hollow and deceptive philosophy.
In the context of Colossians, Paul was warning the church not to form and base doctrinal views according to a philosophical system hostile to orthodoxy. His remarks were a simple warning not to embrace heresy; in context, they were not meant to represent his views of philosophy as a discipline of study. In fact, one of the best ways to avoid hollow and deceptive philosophy is to study philosophy itself, so you can learn to recognize truth from error, using Scripture and right reason as a guide. This is exactly what Paul himself did. Colossians reveals an apostle who was entirely familiar with the type of proto-Gnostic philosophy threatening Colossian believers, who possessed a thorough knowledge of that philosophical system and an ability to point out its inadequacy. And remember, Paul himself cited pagan philosophers approvingly in Acts 17:28. Neither of these texts should dampen our enthusiasm to cultivate a Christian mind or use reason in our Christian walk.
3. The doctrine of depravity doesn’t mean reason is irrelevant. Some argue that the human intellect is fallen, depraved, darkened, and blinded, and therefore human reason is irrelevant or suspect when it comes to becoming or growing as a Christian. Now, even if this point is granted in the case of evangelizing unbelievers, it doesn’t follow that Christians should not use or cultivate their intellects once they have become disciples. Moreover, from the fact that reasoning alone will not bring someone to Christ, it does not follow that we should not persuade or reason with people. Preaching alone will not save people without the Spirit’s work, but we still preach and work on our messages. We should do the same thing with our use of reason in evangelism.
The will is fallen and depraved too, but God still commands people to make a choice to believe. The doctrine of total depravity does not mean that the image of God is effaced, that sinners are as evil as they could possibly be, or that the intellect, emotions, and will are gone or completely useless. Rather, total depravity means that the entire person, including the intellect, has been adversely affected by the Fall and is separate from God. The sinner alone cannot extricate himself from this condition and cannot merit God’s favor or commend himself to God on the basis of his own righteousness. Further, the entire personality is corrupt but not inoperative, and every aspect of our personality has a natural inclination to run in ways contrary to God’s ways. However, none of this means that reason, considered in itself, is bad.
4. Distorting the nature of faith as a matter of the heart, not the head. As we have already seen, some think faith is opposed to or should be separate from reason. This is sometimes supported by Jesus’ own teaching about the importance of being like little children in order to enter the kingdom of God (Matthew 18:1-4). It is also justified by the idea that a relationship with God is a matter of the heart, not the head.
Unfortunately, the opinions just expressed do not capture the substance of biblical teaching. In Scripture, faith can be directed at different things — most frequently, at a statement or a person, especially God. To have faith in a statement means to let yourself be convinced of and, therefore, accept the statement as true. To have faith in God means to firmly rely on Him. Either way, faith is relying on what you have reason to believe is true and trustworthy. Faith involves the readiness to act as if something were so.
Throughout church history, theologians have expressed three different aspects of biblical faith: notitia (knowledge), fiducia (trust), and assensus (assent). Notitia refers to the data or doctrinal content of the Christian faith (Jude 3). Assensus denotes the assent of the intellect to the truth of the content of Christian teaching. Note that each of these aspects of faith requires a careful exercise of reason, both in understanding what the teachings of Christianity are and in judging their truthfulness. In this way, reason is indispensable for the third aspect of faith — fiducia — which captures the personal application or trust involved in faith, an act that primarily involves the will but includes the affections and intellect too.9
What about being like a little child and the importance of the heart over the head in the Christian life? In the context, Jesus’ teaching about becoming like a little child had nothing to do with the intellect. It was directed against being self-sufficient and arrogant. To be a child in this sense is to be humble and willing to trust in or rely on others, especially God. The opposite of the child is a proud, stiff-necked person, not an intelligent, reasonable one. Further, the distinction between the head and the heart is very misleading. In Scripture, the term heart has several meanings. Most of the time it simply refers to the seat or center of the entire person, the total self, including intellect, emotion, and will. Sometimes it simply refers to the emotions or affections (Romans 1:24; Philippians 1:8). However, the term heart often actually refers to the mind itself (Romans 1:21; 2 Corinthians 4:6; 9:7; Ephesians 1:18). Therefore, it is safe to say that when the term heart is used in a verse, it most likely includes or explicitly refers to our mental faculty unless the context shows otherwise. Let’s not allow hollow or false teaching to distort our understanding of the critical nature of the heart and move on in our development of a Christian mind.
5. A grotesque distortion: Our response to God’s way should be ignorance. Finally, I sometimes hear two claims that express the idea that it is futile to use your reason or to emphasize its importance when it comes to the Christian way: God’s ways and thoughts are higher than ours (Isaiah 55:9) and knowledge puffs people up and makes them arrogant (1 Corinthians 8:1). It should be clear what is wrong with these claims. The fact that God’s thoughts are higher than ours means that we will never be able to fully grasp God’s motives, purposes, or providential guidance in the world. But who in his right mind ever thought that we could gain such a thing! To admit this, however, says absolutely nothing about whether or not we should try to love God and serve Him better with our minds.
Regarding the arrogance that comes from knowledge, we need to keep two things in mind. First, Paul’s statement is not against knowledge per se, but against a certain attitude toward it. The proper response to his warning is humility, not ignorance! Second, for every knowledgeable person who is arrogant, there is an unknowledgeable person who is defensive and proud as a cover-up for his or her lack of knowledge. Arrogance is not possessed solely by people who have developed their reasoning abilities.
SUMMARY
We Christians have a desire deep within us to be like God and to bring honor to His name. But what are we to look like if we are to fulfill these desires? In this chapter, I have not tried to give a full answer to that question. But a picture has emerged from several strands of biblical evidence, and that picture clearly implies that a growing, vibrant disciple will be someone who values his intellectual life and works at developing his mind carefully.
Two of the most prominent Christian leaders of the twentieth century were an evangelist and a pastor: Billy Graham and John Stott. Both have expressed their deep commitment to reason and the intellectual life. In 1981, Billy Graham was asked if it bothered him that so many evangelicals seem to be theologically illiterate. He answered, “It bothers me terribly, as much as anything I can think of.”10 Later, as the October 20, 1996, issue of Parade magazine reports, Graham was asked what he would do differently if given the chance. He replied, “I would have studied more. I would have gotten my Ph.D. in anthropology.”11 In the same vein, British pastor John Stott was asked to reflect on fifty years of ministry and give advice to a new generation of Christian leaders. Upon reflection, here was his response:
I’d want to say so many things. But my main exhortation would be this: Don’t neglect your critical faculties. Remember that God is a rational God, who has made us in His own image. God invites and expects us to explore His double revelation, in nature and Scripture, with the minds He has given us, and to go on in the development of a Christian mind to apply His marvelous revealed truth to every aspect of the modern and post-modern world.12
Graham and Stott are expressing the very heart of New Testament religion. We neglect their admonitions to our own peril. In the next chapter, we will see exactly why the mind and its cultivation are so important for spiritual growth in God’s kingdom.
CHAPTER THREE
THE MIND’S ROLE IN SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION
I have a confession to make. I am no fix-it man. In fact, one of my friends said that if I were considered a handyman, then Pee-wee Herman would be an NFL lineman! Ouch! Because of my mechanical ineptness, I usually call for help when something breaks down or needs to be installed. However, several summers ago, I worked up the courage to put in a ceiling fan. I break out in hives when I remember my first glance at the instructions (who writes these instructions, anyway?). I had to take it step-by-step, and I had absolutely no idea about the overall picture of what I was doing or why each step was located where it was. I finally got it in and it worked. Shortly thereafter, I tried to put in a second fan. Interestingly, it was as though I had never done one before. I couldn’t remember a thing about how to do it, and I had to take it step-by-step just as I had the first time.
My father was very different. He was literally a mechanical wizard. He usually threw instructions away, and when he did look at them it was only for a moment, and then he followed his own skill and know-how. And if he did something once, he knew how to do it from then on. It stuck with him. Why was this the case with my dad but not with me? The answer is simple. The more you know about something, the more you’re able to see when you look at it, the more you can remember about it, and the less tied you will be to following a mindless series of steps in working with what you know. My father simply knew how things work and I don’t. He saw the world mechanically; I see the world as a bloomin’, buzzin’ confusion.
Learning to value, develop, deepen, and use your intellect in the overall process of spiritual transformation is a lot like being a fix-it man. In chapters 1 and 2, we examined the serious problems in society and the church due to an emergence of anti-intellectualism in the body of Christ. We also learned that there are solid biblical grounds for nurturing and developing our intellectual lives. But if this were all we had, we would be like a person tied to a step-by-step set of instructions. The information of chapters 1 and 2 would not stick very well, we would have to be reminded of it regularly, and we certainly would not see the world as a growing Christian thinker. What we need is an understanding of what the mind is and how it fits into the process of human transformation and spiritual growth. And that is what I want to discuss in this chapter.
NEW TESTAMENT TRANSFORMATION AND OLD TESTAMENT WISDOM
That the mind is the crucial component in the spiritual journey cannot be accurately denied. The apostle Paul’s writings are probably the most complete set of biblical instructions about what individual and corporate discipleship are and how they are to be attained. Arguably, the most important text he ever penned about spiritual transformation is Romans 12:1-2. In this wise and tender admonition, the devotional master, Paul, puts his finger on the very essence of how we grow to become like Jesus: “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world,” he tells us, “but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (verse 2). “Renewing” is anakainosis in the Greek, and its meaning is fairly straightforward: making something new. Later in this chapter we will appreciate how appropriate this term is for describing what happens to the mind when it incorporates new thoughts and beliefs. “Mind” is nous and means “the intellect, reason, or the faculty of understanding.”
We are so familiar with this verse that some of its oddness or peculiarity is lost on us. But to see how truly peculiar this teaching is, think of what Paul could have said but did not. He could have said, “Be transformed by developing close feelings toward God,” or “by exercising your will in obeying biblical commands,” or “by intensifying your desire for the right things,” or “by fellowship and worship,” and so on. Obviously, all are important parts of the Christian life. Yet Paul chose to mention none of them in his most important précis of the spiritual life. Why is that? What is it about the mind that justifies Paul’s elevation of it to such a position of prominence in religious life?
In the preceding verse, Paul reminds us that we should offer our bodies to God because this is the most reasonable way to express service to Him in light of His mercies toward us. Paul mentions the body and its members — our faces, hands, tongues, feet — for two reasons. First, the body is the vehicle through which we interact with the world. For example, to get groceries, it is not enough for me just to think about the grocery store. I have to move my body and go to the store! Likewise, it is not enough to think about showing love to my wife or to feel a desire inside to evangelize a friend. In both cases, I have to move my body — I smile, use my tongue to bless or communicate, and so forth.
Second, my habits dwell in my body and its members. Some people frown so much, gossip so often, or eat certain soothing foods so regularly that routines and habits get deeply woven into their bodies. In the right circumstances, their faces are habituated to frown, their tongues to talk, and their legs to walk to the refrigerator without even thinking about it. To change our habits and to interact differently with the world, we need to retrain our bodies to form new habits that replace the old ones.
But how do we gain the motivation, the insights, the perspective necessary to change? Anyone who has struggled with bad habits knows that you don’t become transformed by just willing the old habits to go away. This is why preaching that centers too much on exhortation without instruction is ineffective. According to Paul, the key to change is the formation of a new perspective, the development of fresh insights about our lives and the world around us, the gathering of the knowledge and skill required to know what to do and how to do it. And this is where the mind comes in. Truth, knowledge, and study are powerful factors in the transformation of the self and the control of the body and its habits for a healthy life in the kingdom of God.
Paul’s teaching about the centrality of the intellect for spiritual renewal was not new. The Old Testament is pregnant with this same idea in its teaching about the nature and role of wisdom in life. It summons us to think long, hard, and carefully because God has placed His stamp of reason all about us:
Do you know the ordinances of the heavens? …
Who has put wisdom in the innermost being
Or given understanding to the mind? (Job 38:33,36, NASB)
As James L. Crenshaw says, “Wisdom is a particular attitude toward reality, a worldview.… That worldview assumes … the one God embedded truth within all reality.”1
The Old Testament proclaims that the same rational God who reveals Himself to the prophets also created the world as an orderly, understandable cosmos. And the Old Testament assures us that this God made our minds to be apt for gaining knowledge and understanding so as to avoid foolish living and ignorant beliefs. For those willing to pay the price of exercising their minds and studying diligently, there is knowledge and wisdom to be found in Scripture (Psalm 119); in the natural world and its operations (Isaiah 28:23-29); and in the accumulated insights embedded in the art, literature, and science of the different cultures of the world (Isaiah 19:11-13; Jeremiah 49:7; Daniel 2:12-13; 5:7).
But just as surely as the Old Testament places a value on wisdom and knowledge, it warns us that they only come to the diligent:
Make your ear attentive to wisdom,
Incline your heart to understanding. (Proverbs 2:2, NASB)
We are to
seek her [wisdom] as silver
And search for her as for hidden treasures. (2:4, NASB)
A wise life of virtue and knowledge comes to those who, with humility of heart and reverence for God, work hard at using their minds to study, to seek understanding, to capture truth.
But what is it about our makeup that requires us to use our minds in order to change? How does intellectual growth change the soul, and what is it about a well-formed mind that makes it so valuable for gaining a new way of seeing life?
In order to answer these questions, we will first examine the nature of the soul and the mind it contains and second investigate how the mind relates to other aspects of human personality. Here is the thesis of the chapter: The mind is the soul’s primary vehicle for making contact with God, and it plays a fundamental role in the process of human maturation and change, including spiritual transformation. In thought, the mind’s structure conforms to the order of the object of thought. Since this is so, and since truth dwells in the mind, truth itself is powerful and rationality is valuable as a means of obtaining truth and avoiding error. Therefore, God desires a life of intellectual growth and study for His children.
THE STRUCTURE OF THE SOUL
The Soul and the Body
During a family time one evening, my sixth-grade daughter, Allison, complained that if only she could see God, say, sitting in a chair, then prayer would be much easier. I pointed out that not only had she never seen God, neither had she ever seen me. She could see my body, but she could not see my I, my self, my ego, nor could she see my thoughts, feelings, and so forth. Persons, I told her, are invisible objects and, since God is too big to have a body, He is not perceivable in the same way a chair or a person’s body is.2
That evening, I expressed to Allison the Christian understanding of human persons. Historically and biblically, Christianity has held to a dualistic notion of the human being. A human being is a functional unity of two distinct realities — body and soul.3 More specifically, I am my soul and I have a body. The soul, while not by nature immortal, is nevertheless capable of entering an intermediate disembodied state upon death and, eventually, being reunited with a resurrected body. The formal name for this position is “substance dualism.” The soul (which is the same thing as the self or the I) is that immaterial, invisible thing that makes me a conscious, living human being. The soul is what I am aware of when I engage in various acts of introspection in which I am aware of what is going on “inside” me. I go where my soul goes. If God took my soul and put it into your body and placed your soul into my body, we would have different bodies. If my soul leaves my body, I leave my body because I am my soul.
What Am I?
During the Los Angeles riots following the Rodney King beating, a bystander said on a TV interview how surprised she was that people were acting like animals. What was unclear was why this should surprise anyone, given that we are taught all week long in public schools that this is exactly what we are — evolved animals. Our judgments about right and wrong, virtue and vice, and appropriate or inappropriate lifestyles depend largely upon what we take a human being to be. More personally, an individual’s sense of well-being is in good measure a function of his or her self-concept. Thus, a proper grasp of what we are and how we function is foundational to a well-ordered society and a life well lived.
The Bible has a rich, deep anthropology expressed in terms like “soul,” “spirit,” “heart,” and “mind.”4 Properly understood, they convey important insights about what we are and how we function. Terms in a language have a wide field of meaning. The term “red” can mean a color, being embarrassed, or being a communist. Caution should be exercised in grasping just exactly how the term is used in a specific context. For example, “my book is red” is not saying that my book is embarrassed or communist, even though these are correct meanings for “red” in other contexts.
Likewise, the biblical terms listed above have a wide variety of meanings. Sometimes they are used as synonyms, and on other occasions they have different nuances. We should be careful not to read all of the meanings associated with, say, “heart” into a specific passage.
Having said this, I want to sketch a brief portrait of the more important meanings of the biblical terms within our purview. When applied to the human being, the term “soul” sometimes stands for the total person, including the body (Genesis 2:7, KJV; Psalm 63:1). Frequently, however, the term refers to the total immaterial self, or “I,” which can survive the destruction of the body (Matthew 10:28; John 12:25). It contains desires (2 Samuel 3:21) and emotions (Psalm 119:28), and the soul is what knows (Psalm 139:14) and exercises volition (Psalm 119:129; 130:6).
Sometimes “spirit” is used as a synonym for “soul.” But “spirit” also refers to that aspect of human beings through which they relate to God (Psalm 51:10; Romans 8:16; Ephesians 4:23). “Heart” refers to the center of human personality (Proverbs 4:23), in which case it is equivalent to “soul.” At other times, “heart” signifies the seat of volition and desire (Exodus 35:5; Deuteronomy 8:2; Romans 2:5), of feelings (Proverbs 14:30; 23:17), and of thought and reason (Deuteronomy 29:2-4; Psalm 90:12; Isaiah 65:17). Finally, the “mind” is that which reasons and thinks (Romans 14:5; Philippians 4:8; Colossians 3:2).
Does all this seem a bit complicated? Let’s see if we can take these biblical terms, add some careful reflection, and develop a map of what is inside the soul.
What’s Inside My Soul?
The soul is a very complicated thing with an intricate internal structure that we need to understand if we are to appreciate the mind’s role in spiritual transformation. In order to understand that structure, we need to grasp two important issues: the different types of states within the soul and the notion of a faculty of the soul. The soul is a substantial, unified reality that informs its body. The soul is to the body what God is to space — it is fully “present” at each point within the body. Further, the soul and body relate to each other in a cause-effect way. For example, if I worry in my soul, my brain chemistry5 will change; if I exercise my will to raise my arm in my soul, the arm goes up. If I experience brain damage, this can cause me to lose the ability to remember certain things in my soul. And so forth. The soul also contains various mental states within it — for example, sensations, thoughts, beliefs, desires, and acts of will. This is not as complicated as it sounds. Water can be in a cold or a hot state. Likewise, the soul can be in a feeling or thinking state.
The Five States of the Soul
The soul contains more states than the five I just mentioned, but it will be helpful to single these out and explain them more fully. A sensation is a state of awareness or sentience, a mode of consciousness — for example, a conscious awareness of sound, color, or pain. A visual sensation, like an experience of a tree, is a state of the soul, not a state of the eyeballs. The eyes do not see. I (my soul) see with or by means of the eyes. The eyes, and the body in general, are instruments, tools the soul uses to experience the external world. Some sensations are experiences of things outside me like a tree or table. Others are awarenesses of other states within me like pains or itches. Emotions are a subclass of sensations and, as such, forms of awareness of things. I can be aware of something angrily or lovingly or fearfully.
A thought is a mental content that can be expressed in an entire sentence and that only exists while it is being thought. Some thoughts logically imply other thoughts. For example, “All dogs are mammals” entails “This dog is a mammal.” If the former is true, the latter must be true. Some thoughts don’t entail but merely provide evidence for other thoughts. For example, certain thoughts about evidence in a court case provide evidence for the thought that a person is guilty. A belief is a person’s view, accepted to varying degrees of strength, of how things really are. If a person has a belief (for example, that it is raining), then that belief serves as the basis for the person’s tendency or readiness to act as if the thing believed were really so (for example, the person gets an umbrella). At any given time, one can have many beliefs that are not currently being contemplated. A desire is a certain felt inclination to do, have, or experience certain things. Desires are either conscious or such that they can be made conscious through certain activities, for example, through therapy. An act of will is a volition or choice, an exercise of power, an endeavoring to do a certain thing.
The Faculties of the Soul Include the Mind and Spirit
In addition to its states, at any given time the soul has a number of capacities that are not currently being actualized or utilized. To understand this, consider an acorn. The acorn has certain actual characteristics or states — a specific size, shape, or color. But it also has a number of capacities or potentialities that could become actual if certain things happen. For example, the acorn has the capacity to grow a root system or change into the shape of a tree. Likewise, the soul has capacities. I have the ability to see color, think about math, or desire ice cream even when I am asleep and not in the actual states just mentioned.
Now, capacities come in hierarchies. There are first-order capacities, second-order capacities to have these first-order capacities, and so on, until ultimate capacities are reached. For example, if I can speak English but not Russian, then I have the first-order capacity for English as well as the second-order language capacity to have this first-order capacity (which I have already developed). I also have the second-order capacity to have the capacity to speak Russian, but I lack the first-order capacity to do so. Higher-order capacities are realized by the development of lower-order capacities under them. An acorn has the ultimate capacity to draw nourishment from the soil, but this can be actualized and unfolded only by developing the lower capacity to have a root system, then developing the still lower capacities of the root system, and so on. When something has a defect (for example, a child who is colorblind), it does not lose its ultimate capacities. Rather, it lacks some lower-order capacity it needs for the ultimate capacity to be developed.
The adult human soul has literally thousands of capacities within its structure. But the soul is not just a collection of isolated, discrete, randomly related internal capacities. Rather, the various capacities within the soul fall into natural groupings called faculties of the soul. In order to get hold of this, think for a moment about this list of capacities: the ability to see red, see orange, hear a dog bark, hear a tune, think about math, think about God, desire lunch, desire a family. Now it should be obvious that the ability to see red is more closely related to the ability to see orange than it is to the ability to think about math. We express this insight by saying that the abilities to see red or orange are parts of the same faculty — the faculty of sight. The ability to think about math is a capacity within the thinking faculty. In general, a faculty is a compartment of the soul that contains a natural family of related capacities.
We are now in a position to map out the soul in more detail. All the soul’s capacities to see are part of the faculty of sight. If my eyeballs are defective, then my soul’s faculty of sight will be inoperative just as a driver cannot get to work in his car if the spark plugs are broken. Likewise, if my eyeballs work but my soul is inattentive — say I am daydreaming — then I won’t see what is before me either. The soul also contains faculties of smell, touch, taste, and hearing. Taken together, these five are called sensory faculties of the soul. The will is a faculty of the soul that contains my abilities to choose. The emotional faculty of the soul contains my abilities to experience fear, love, and so forth.
Two additional faculties of the soul are of crucial importance. The mind is that faculty of the soul that contains thoughts and beliefs along with the relevant abilities to have such things. It is with my mind that I think, and my mind contains my beliefs. The spirit is that faculty of the soul through which the person relates to God (Psalm 51:10; Romans 8:16; Ephesians 4:23).6 Before the new birth, the spirit is real and has certain abilities to be aware of God. But most of the capacities of the unregenerate spirit are dead and inoperative. At the new birth, God implants new capacities in the spirit. These fresh capacities need to be nourished and developed so they can grow.
Scripture tells us that we are fearfully and wonderfully made, and this insight applies to the soul as well as the body. As we have seen, the soul contains a rich set of faculties within it and each faculty contains a large number of specifically ordered abilities. As we learn more about how the soul functions, it becomes clear that the abilities present in a faculty of the soul can have an impact on other abilities within that very faculty. For example, a person can be so enslaved to eating that he or she cannot say no to ice cream if it is in the freezer. The person simply does not have the volitional ability to refrain. But the person may very well have the second-order ability to develop the ability to refrain. If the person works on this second-order ability — for example, by choosing to ask one’s self regularly (especially just prior to a snack attack!) what comfort need is being met by eating ice cream and finding alternative ways to meet that need — he or she can develop the first-order ability to refrain. The various spiritual disciplines of fasting, solitude, and so on work in just this way. They allow people to develop spiritual abilities that would be unavailable to them by direct effort.
Sometimes the abilities within one faculty of the soul affect those in another faculty. If my emotional faculty is filled with feelings of racial hatred for a certain person, then I will not be able to see that person as valuable and precious, nor will I be able to think deeply about working for his or her welfare. The fact that one faculty can affect others explains why the new birth has the potential of transforming every aspect of one’s personality. Just as a seed grows to maturity, so the new spiritual life implanted in the soul can grow in its capacities. When this happens, the strengthened, maturing spirit can exert an influence on other aspects of the self. Similarly, a problem in a different faculty of the soul may need therapeutic counsel before a spiritual capacity can be developed.
Further, the body can impact my various faculties and vice versa. If my eyes are defective, I will not be able to use my faculty of sight to see anything. If I am angry or anxious much of the time, I can deplete my brain chemistry and this, in turn, can contribute to depression.7 Though we are unified selves, nevertheless, we are complicated beings in which the various faculties of the soul interact with each other and with the body in a number of different ways. The ancient Greeks and the Fathers of the church were right to believe that a virtuous, mature person is an individual with a well-ordered soul. With this in mind, let us look at why that specific faculty of the soul, the mind, is of such importance for spiritual transformation and maturity in virtue.
THE MIND’S ROLE IN TRANSFORMATION
Beliefs, Behavior, and Character
Beliefs are the rails upon which our lives run. We almost always act according to what we really believe. It doesn’t matter much what we say we believe or what we want others to think we believe. When the rubber meets the road, we act out our actual beliefs most of the time. That is why behavior is such a good indicator of a person’s beliefs. Let us look, then, at five aspects of belief that are critical to the shape of our minds.
1. The content of a belief. A belief’s impact on behavior is a function of three of the belief’s traits: its content, strength, and centrality. The content of a belief helps determine how important the belief is for our character and behavior. What we believe matters — the actual content of what we believe about God, morality, politics, life after death, and so on will shape the contours of our lives and actions. In fact, the contents of one’s beliefs are so important that, according to Scripture, our eternal destiny is determined by what we believe about Jesus Christ.
Today, people are inclined to think that the sincerity and fervency of one’s beliefs are more important than the content. As long as we believe something honestly and strongly, we are told, then that is all that matters. Nothing could be further from the truth. Reality is basically indifferent to how sincerely we believe something. I can believe with all my might that my car will fly me to Hawaii or that homosexuality is caused solely by the brain, but that fervency doesn’t change a thing. As far as reality is concerned, what matters is not whether I like a belief or how sincere I am in believing it but whether or not the belief is true. I am responsible for what I believe and, I might add, for what I refuse to believe because the content of what I do or do not believe makes a tremendous difference to what I become and how I act.
2. The strength of a belief. There is, however, more to a belief than its content. There is also its strength and centrality for the person who believes it. We are all familiar with the idea of a belief having strength. If you believe something, that does not mean you are certain that it is true. Rather, it means that you are at least more than 50 percent convinced the belief is true. If it were fifty-fifty for you, you wouldn’t really have the belief in question. Instead, you would still be in a process of deciding whether or not you should adopt the belief. A belief’s strength is the degree to which you are convinced the belief is true. As you gain evidence and support for a belief, its strength grows for you. It may start off as plausible and later become fairly likely, quite likely, beyond reasonable doubt, or completely certain. The more certain you are of a belief, the more it becomes a part of your very soul, and the more you rely on it as a basis for action.
3. The centrality of a belief. You may be less familiar with this concept than with the previous two, but with a little reflection the idea of centrality is easy to grasp. The centrality of a belief is the degree of importance the belief plays in your entire set of beliefs, that is, in your worldview. The more central a belief is, the greater the impact on one’s worldview were the belief given up. My belief that prunes are good for me is fairly strong (even though I don’t like the belief!), but it isn’t very central for me. I could give it up and not have to abandon or adjust very many other beliefs I hold. But my beliefs in absolute morality, life after death, and the Christian faith are very central for me — more central now, in fact, than just after my conversion in 1968. If I were to lose these beliefs, my entire set of beliefs would undergo a radical reshuffling — more so now than in, say, 1969. As I grow, some of my beliefs come to play a more central role in the entire way I see life.
4. How we change beliefs. In sum, the content, strength, and centrality of a person’s beliefs play a powerful role in determining the person’s character and behavior. But here is an apparent paradox about one’s beliefs. On the one hand, Scripture holds us responsible for our beliefs since it commands us to embrace certain beliefs and warns us of the consequences of accepting other beliefs. On the other hand, experience teaches us that we cannot choose or change our beliefs by direct effort. For example, if someone offered you $10,000 to believe right now that a pink elephant was sitting next to you, you could not really choose to believe this in spite of having a good motive to do so!
Happily, there is a way out of this paradox: We can change our beliefs indirectly. If I want to change my beliefs about something, I can embark on a course of study in which I choose to think regularly about certain things, read certain pieces of evidence and argument, and try to find problems with evidence raised against the belief in question. More generally, by choosing to undertake a course of study, meditation, and reflection, I can put myself in a position to undergo a change in the content, strength, and centrality of my beliefs. (We will look more at these truths in chapters 4 and 5.) And if these kinds of changes in belief are what cause a change in my character and behavior, then I will be transformed by these belief changes. This is exactly why Paul tells us to be transformed by the renewing of the mind, because it is precisely activities of the mind that change these three aspects of belief, which, in turn, transform our character and behavior.
5. How beliefs form the plausibility structure of a culture. There is a critical corollary of this insight. I will never be able to change my life if I cannot even entertain the belief needed to bring about that change. By “entertain a belief” I mean to consider the possibility that the belief might be true. If you are hateful and mean to someone at work, you will have to change what you believe about the person before you will treat him or her differently. But if you cannot even entertain the thought that he or she is a good person worthy of kindness, you won’t change.
There is a straightforward application here for evangelism. A person’s plausibility structure is the set of ideas the person either is or is not willing to entertain as possibly true. For example, no one would come to a lecture defending a flat earth because this idea is just not part of our plausibility structure. We cannot even entertain the idea. Moreover, a person’s plausibility structure is a function of the beliefs he or she already has. Applied to evangelism, J. Gresham Machen got it right when he said:
God usually exerts that power in connection with certain prior conditions of the human mind, and it should be ours to create, so far as we can, with the help of God, those favourable conditions for the reception of the gospel. False ideas are the greatest obstacles to the reception of the gospel. We may preach with all the fervour of a reformer and yet succeed only in winning a straggler here and there, if we permit the whole collective thought of the nation or of the world to be controlled by ideas which, by the resistless force of logic, prevent Christianity from being regarded as anything more than a harmless delusion.8
If a culture reaches the point where Christian claims are not even part of its plausibility structure, fewer and fewer people will be able to entertain the possibility that they might be true. Whatever stragglers do come to faith in such a context would do so on the basis of felt needs alone, and the genuineness of such conversions would be questionable to say the least. This is why apologetics is so crucial to evangelism. It seeks to create a plausibility structure in a person’s mind, “favourable conditions” as Machen puts it, so the gospel can be entertained by a person. To plant a seed in someone’s mind in pre-evangelism is to present a person with an idea that will work on his or her plausibility structure to create a space in which Christianity can be entertained seriously. If this is important to evangelism, it is strategically crucial that local churches think about how they can address those aspects of the modern worldview that place Christianity outside the plausibility structures of so many.
Our modern post-Christian society is perilously close to regarding Christian claims as mere figments in the minds of the faithful. Speaking of fundamentalists after the Scopes trial in 1925, historian George Marsden observes that they could not “raise the level of discourse to a plane where any of their arguments would be taken seriously. Whatever they said would be overshadowed by the pejorative associations attached to the movement by the seemingly victorious secular establishment.”9 Tragically, as we move through the twenty-first century, our current context for proclaiming Christian truth is even worse than it was in the decades following 1925. During those decades, at least argumentation was considered relevant to making or accepting religious claims. But now, religious assertions are regarded as mere expressions of private belief or emotion, far below the level needed for argument itself to be considered at all relevant.
In summary, the plausibility, content, strength, and centrality of our beliefs play a key role in determining our character and behavior. And various activities of thought and study affect our beliefs and thereby impact our character and behavior. Because thoughts and beliefs are contained in the mind, intellectual development and the renewal of the mind transform our lives.
The Mind’s Role in Seeing, Willing, Feeling, and Desiring
1. How three types of seeing feed our minds. The mind plays an important role in determining what a person is able to see, will, feel, and desire. If this is true, then intellectual development can pay rich dividends in the changes that result in one’s other faculties. In order to focus our thoughts about this topic, let us consider the mind’s role in the process of seeing. Philosophers distinguish three different kinds of seeing.
Consider an ordinary case of seeing a dog. First, there is simple seeing: having the dog directly present to you in your visual field and noticing the dog. You don’t need to have a concept of what a dog is to see one. For example, a little child could see a dog without having a concept of what a dog is supposed to be. In fact, you don’t even need to be thinking about a dog to see it. I could see a dog while looking out my window as I ponder the topic of this chapter. Even though I wouldn’t be thinking about the dog, I could still see it and, later, recall from memory the dog’s color. In simple seeing, a person sees merely by means of the soul’s faculty of sight.
Second, there is seeing as. Here I see an object as being something or other. I may see the dog as a dog. I may even see the dog as a cat if the lighting is poor and I have been led to believe that only cats, but no dogs, live in the area. I can see the dog as my neighbor’s favorite pet. An act of seeing as involves classifying the object of sight as an example of a mental concept, and concepts are located in the mind. Thus, an act of seeing as requires both the faculties of sight and mind working together. When I see a dog as a dog, I must have some concept of what it is to be a dog and apply this concept to the object I am seeing. I could not see a dog as a dog the first time I saw one since I wouldn’t have the relevant concept yet.10 Likewise, to see a dog as my neighbor’s favorite pet, I need the concepts of a neighbor, a pet, and being a favorite.
Third, there is seeing that. Here one judges with the mind that some perceptual belief is true. If I see that the dog is my neighbor’s favorite pet, I judge that this belief is true of the object I am seeing. If I merely see the dog as my neighbor’s favorite pet, I don’t really have to think this is true. I may just be playing with different concepts in my mind. I may be thinking, What would it be like to see this dog as my neighbor’s favorite pet? even though I don’t think it really is.
2. How a developed mind helps us see. Simple seeing only involves the faculty of sight. But seeing as and seeing that involve the mind. This is why the more one knows, the more one can see. A doctor and I can look at the same skin problem (a case of simple seeing), but he observes more than I do. Why? Because his mind is filled with medical concepts and beliefs I do not have, which enable him to notice things I fail to observe. He can see the sore as a basal cell or as a squamous cell carcinoma — that is, he can look at the skin area in both ways to be in a position to look for the right things, so that he can identify it, or “see it as,” a basal cell. I cannot do this because my mind lacks the relevant intellectual categories the doctor possesses. I can stare at the same sore all day long and not see what he sees.
Consider another example. The evening news covered a march on Washington in favor of children’s rights. A congresswoman made the following argument: “Government should honor children’s rights. Therefore, just as the government should vouchsafe a child’s right not to be molested, so it should do so for a child’s right to government-sponsored day care.”
Now, what is wrong with this argument as it stands? Do you see what I see in this piece of reasoning? It may help your seeing if I place a mental distinction in your mind: the distinction between negative and positive rights. A negative right is a right to be protected from some sort of harm. Negative rights place a duty on the government to keep others from doing something to me. A positive right is a right to have something provided for me. Positive rights place a duty on the government to force others (for instance by taxation) to do something for me. For example, if health care is a negative right, the government must see to it that I can get whatever health care I can afford by my own labor unhindered by unfair limitations based on race, creed, or gender. But if health care is a positive right, the government has a duty to raise the taxes sufficient to provide me with health care.
In the congresswoman’s argument about children’s rights, she fails to make this distinction. Moreover, many people believe that New Testament teaching on the state implies that it is responsible for protecting negative rights, not for providing positive ones. The issue here is not that these people (conservatives) are correct in this regard (though I think they are). The issue is that, for a long time, the distinction between negative and positive rights has been recognized, and many informed political philosophers have raised arguments against positive rights. This means that a person cannot simply assert that because the government should guard a child’s negative right to be protected against abuse, it is also the government’s duty to provide day care for children.
A person could read the congresswoman’s statement several times and not see this issue if he or she did not have the intellectual concepts and beliefs already in mind. This example illustrates the way knowledge helps one see things unavailable to one who has not developed his or her intellect in the relevant area of study.
We often read the Bible, hear the news, listen to a sermon, or talk to friends, yet we don’t get much out of it. One central reason for this may be our lack of knowledge and intellectual growth. The more you know, the more you see and hear because your mind brings more to the task of “seeing as” or “seeing that.” In fact, the more you know about extrabiblical matters, the more you will see in the Bible. Why? Because you will see distinctions in the Bible or connections between Scripture and an issue in another area of life that would not be possible without the concepts and categories placed in the mind’s structure by gaining the relevant knowledge in those extrabiblical areas of thought. Thus, general intellectual development can enrich life and contribute to Bible study and spiritual formation.
There is a closely related reason why intellectual development can enhance spiritual development: The mind forms habits and falls into ruts. One day at a chapel meeting, a missions professor showed a film clip of a foreign culture unfamiliar to most of us. He asked us to write down everything we noticed. He then showed the clip a second time and asked us to repeat the exercise. Everyone in the chapel meeting compared his or her first and second lists and, in every case, they were virtually identical! The professor’s lesson: our minds get into ruts in which we tend to look for things we have already seen in order to validate our earlier perceptions. We seldom look at things from entirely fresh perspectives!
If we’re honest with ourselves, we have to admit that we get into ruts in our thinking and develop habits of thought that can grow stale after a while. This is where renewing the mind comes in. A life of study can give us a constant source of new categories and beliefs that will lead to fresh new insights and stave off intellectual boredom. Many people become bored with the Bible precisely because their overall intellectual growth is stagnant. They cannot get new insights from Scripture because they bring the same old categories to Bible study and look to validate their old habits of thought.
3. How the mind interacts with other parts of the person. Space forbids me to develop in depth the mind’s role in shaping our willing, feeling, and desiring. But it should be easy to apply our discussion of the mind’s role in seeing to these other areas of human functioning. I can’t choose to do something if I don’t know what it is or how it works. I can’t desire something if I don’t believe it is good, valuable, and desirable. I can’t feel tender toward someone if my thoughts and beliefs about that person run in the opposite direction.
It is true that the other faculties of the soul affect the mind too. And an overall strategy for personal growth should work on developing and integrating every facet of human personality under Christ’s lordship. Still, I think the mind stands out for special emphasis because it is so neglected today by many Christians. The contemporary Christian mind is starved, and as a result we have small, impoverished souls.
The Mind, Truth, and Reality
There is another reason why the mind warrants special emphasis. Of all the soul’s faculties, the mind is the one that ponders, contains, and judges truth and falsity. The mind places me in contact with the external world, and when functioning properly it conforms itself to the nature of the object of thought itself. As Richard Foster puts it:
The ingrained habits of thought that are formed will conform to the order of the thing being studied. What we study determines what kind of habits are to be formed. That is why Paul urged us to center on things that are true, honorable, just, pure, lovely and gracious.11
To understand this, let us consider two features of the mind: intentionality and internal structure.
1. The intentionality of the mind. Intentionality refers to the “of-ness” or “about-ness” of our mental states. We have a thought of God, a hope for a new car, a belief about the media. The mind points beyond itself to the objects we use our minds to contemplate. Because of intentionality, thought puts us in contact with the external world. For example, if I am in Los Angeles, I can be in direct contact with London by thinking about it. My mind is directed on London, and it makes contact with this object of thought. After all, I am not thinking about the word “London” (unless someone asks me to spell it) or something else; I am thinking about London itself.
2. The internal structure of the mind. Second, when we come to understand something, the mind develops a conceptualization of the thing so understood. If I come to understand the workings of a car, my mind will possess a conceptualization of those workings. If my understanding is accurate, the conceptualization in my mind will conform to the car itself. If my mind develops a conceptualization of morality, then there will be an order in my mind that locates the role of virtue and character in the overall moral life. If accurate, this conception of the role of virtue will conform to the nature of true morality that actually exists outside my mind.
If my conceptualizations are false, I will fail to grasp the object as it really is. But if my mind conforms to the nature of the object itself, I will not only grasp it truly but also gain a certain power that comes from a correct understanding of reality. Just as electricity was real but its power unavailable to us until Ben Franklin’s discovery opened our minds to grasp the true nature of electricity, so the power of the spiritual life is real but unavailable to us if we don’t understand the true nature of prayer, fasting, and so forth. This is why truth is so powerful. It allows us to cooperate with reality, whether spiritual or physical, and tap into its power. As we learn to think correctly about God, specific scriptural teachings, the soul, or other important aspects of a Christian worldview, we are placed in touch with God and those realities. And we thereby gain access to the power available to us to live in the kingdom of God.
SUMMARY
It may be a good idea at this point to stop and ask yourself how you are feeling and thinking about all of this. In chapter 1 we saw that modern Christianity has become anti-intellectual, resulting in a softened impact for Christ, and has contributed to the secularization of American culture. In chapter 2 we wove together several strands of evidence that assure us of the biblical basis for the importance of the intellectual life and the cultivation of the mind. And in this chapter we have seen just how the mind works in affecting the transformation of our lives in the spiritual sojourn so important to all disciples of Jesus.
However, several years of teaching have led me to believe that you may still feel a certain sense of resistance to the idea that Christians should be concerned with developing intellectual lives. For many, this idea feels risky and can create a sense of a loss of control about where such a quest might lead them at the end of the day. For others, there is a sense of guilt or inadequacy about this whole topic. In the next chapter, I will identify and address certain enemies of the Christian mind, certain foes that hinder us in our spiritual journey.
PART TWO
HOW TO DEVELOP A MATURE CHRISTIAN MIND
CHAPTER FOUR
HARASSING THE HOBGOBLINS OF THE CHRISTIAN MIND
Have you ever inadvertently looked at the sun and then closed your eyes? What did you see? Most likely two spots. Have you ever tried to examine those spots? I did once, and was immediately presented with a difficulty. When I closed my eyes and tried to focus my attention on the spots, they would move and stay at a place in my visual field just ahead of the center of my focus. After a minute of chasing the spots around in my consciousness, I finally figured out what to do. I looked past the spots and focused my attention on a point in the background. When I did this, the spots stabilized and came into focus in the foreground of my awareness!
According to Jesus of Nazareth, our lives are very much like these spots. If we spend all of our time trying to look directly at ourselves, our lives dart around, become unstable, and get drastically out of focus. However, if we deny ourselves daily for Christ’s sake (Matthew 16:24-27) — that is, if we gaze past ourselves and stare at Him with dedication and affection — as a byproduct we come into focus and stabilize in the foreground. This sort of self-denial actually requires a strong, integrated self. An immature, fragmented, narcissistic person cannot bring himself or herself to live with this sort of focus and discipline.
The intellectual life requires the same sort of self-denial and dedication to be part of a larger life of spiritual power and productivity for the kingdom of God. For Christians, the intellectual life of cultivating the mind and valuing rationality makes sense and receives its proper motivation and balance when seen as part of an overall view of what life is all about. The purpose of life is to bring honor to God, to know, love, and obey Him, to become like Him, and to live for His purposes in this world as I prepare to live in the next one. A life that is intentionally lived for this purpose will be characterized by certain attitudes and actions. For one thing, if I am to progress in this sort of life, I must regularly live for a larger whole. I must live for the kingdom of God and be involved aggressively in the war between that kingdom and the kingdom of darkness.
Further, while self-interest and personal joy are important components of Christian motivation, they are not adequate in and of themselves to carry the weight of a skillful Christian life. I must also seek to live for others. Among other things, this means that I need to discover my vocation, my overall calling in life, composed of my talents, spiritual gifts, historical circumstances, and so forth. And I should passionately seek to occupy my vocational place for the good of believers and unbelievers alike. This would be my understanding of the good life. Make no mistake about it. Such a life is not easy. It involves discipline, hard work, suffering, patience, and endurance in forming habits conducive to and characteristic of this kind of life. It requires taking a long-haul view of life and learning to defer gratification if required of me in my sojourn. And I must develop intellectual and moral virtues and habits before I can become fully skilled at living this way.
Unfortunately, the intellectual life, the life of intentional, habitual cultivation of my mind under Christ’s lordship, can be valued and entered into only as a part of the overall approach to life just described, and this approach runs contrary to the conditions that define our modern lifestyles. Many people today, including many Christians, simply do not read or think deeply at all. And when believers do read, they tend to browse self-help books or other literature that is not intellectually engaging. I once wrote a piece for what is most likely the top Christian periodical of the last thirty years, and I was warned to keep my prose to about an eighth-grade level. How far we have come since the time of Joseph Butler (1692–1752) when, as one historian put it, the church could still out-think her critics. Butler was an Anglican minister at Rolls Chapel in England. His fifteen-part sermon series on ethics is regarded as one of the finest pieces of moral reasoning in the history of philosophy and has, in the words of philosopher Stephen L. Darwall, “influenced moral philosophy ever since.”1
The mind is like a muscle. If it is not exercised regularly and strenuously, it loses some of its capacities and strength. We modern evangelicals often feel small and without influence in the public square. We must recapture our intellectual heritage if we are to present to our brothers and sisters, our children, and a post-Christian culture a version of Christianity rich and deep enough to challenge the dehumanizing structures and habits of thought of a society gone mad. To do this, we must change our reading habits; indeed, we must alter our entire approach to the life of the mind as part of Christian discipleship.
This chapter offers help doing this in two ways. First, we will look at the modern emergence of the empty self and see how it has shaped our intellectual habits or lack thereof. Second, we will identify some specific hobgoblins — mischievous little enemies — of the life of the mind and offer advice for defeating them.
THE EMPTY SELF AS A HOBGOBLIN TO THE LIFE OF THE MIND
Seven Traits of the Empty Self
In modern American culture, what psychologists call the empty self has emerged in epidemic proportion. The empty self is constituted by a set of values, motives, and habits of thought, feeling, and behavior that perverts and eliminates the life of the mind and makes maturation in the way of Christ extremely difficult. There are several traits of the empty self that undermine intellectual growth and spiritual development.
1. The empty self is inordinately individualistic. Years ago, I was sitting in an elementary school gym with other parents at a DARE graduation (a public school program designed to help children say no to drugs) for my daughter’s sixth-grade class. Five sixth graders were about to read brief papers expressing their reasons for saying no to drugs. I leaned over to the couple sitting next to me and made a prediction: Each paper, I said, would be a variation of the same reason for refusing to take drugs: self-interest. Sure enough, student after student said he or she would refuse drugs because of a desire to stay healthy, become a doctor or athlete, or do well in school. Conspicuous by its absence was one single reference to virtue or duty to community.
Not one student anathematized drug use because of the shame it would bring to family, community, or God. Individualistic reasons were the only ones given, a fact to be expected in a generation whose moral education is exhausted by values clarification. By contrast, when a Japanese ice skater fell during an Olympic performance a few years ago, her main concern was not the endorsement opportunities she had lost. She feared that shame had been brought onto her family and people. Community loomed large in the way she understood her own sense of self.
A healthy form of individualism is a good thing. Sadly, we have all known people who fail to draw appropriate boundaries and do not separate and individuate from others in a healthy way. Such people do not think or feel for themselves, they are easy to manipulate, and their well-being is far too dependent on what others think of them. A person with a healthy individualism learns to avoid these problems in order to mutually depend upon and relate to members of the body of Christ. This sort of individualism produces strong selves who have the power to practice self-denial to enrich the broader groups (for example, family, church) of which they are a part. But the empty self-populating American culture is a self-contained individual who defines his or her own life goals, values, and interests as though he or she were a human atom, isolated from others with little need or responsibility to live for the concerns of the broader community.2 Self-contained individuals do their own thing and seek to create meaning by looking within their own selves. But as psychologist Martin Seligman warns, “the self is a very poor site for finding meaning.”3
2. The empty self is infantile. It is widely recognized that adolescent personality traits are staying with people longer today than in earlier generations, sometimes manifesting themselves into the early thirties. Created by a culture filled with pop psychology, schools and media that usurp parental authority, and television ads that seem to treat everyone like a teenager, the infantile part of the empty self needs instant gratification, comfort, and soothing. The infantile person is controlled by infantile cravings and constantly seeks to be filled up with and made whole by food, entertainment, and consumer goods. Such a person is preoccupied with sex, physical appearance, and body image and tends to live by feelings and experiences. For the infantile personality type, pain, endurance, hard work, and delayed gratification are anathema. Pleasure is all that matters, and it had better be immediate. Boredom is the greatest evil, amusement the greatest good.
3. The empty self is narcissistic. Narcissism is an inordinate and exclusive sense of self-infatuation in which the individual is preoccupied with his or her own self-interest and personal fulfillment.4 Narcissists manipulate relationships with others, including God, to validate their own self-esteem and cannot sustain deep attachments or make personal commitments to something larger than their own ego. Narcissists are superficial and aloof and prefer to “play it cool” and “keep their options open.” Self-denial is out of the question.
The Christian narcissist brings a Copernican revolution to the Christian faith. Historically, the Copernican revolution dethroned the earth from the center of the universe and put the sun in its place. Spiritually, the narcissist dethrones God and His purposes in history from the center of the religious life and replaces them with his or her own personal fulfillment.
The narcissist evaluates the local church, the right books to read, and the other religious practices worthy of his or her time on the basis of how they will further his or her own agenda. God becomes another tool in a narcissistic bag of tricks, along with the car, workouts at the fitness center, and so on — things that exist as mere instruments to facilitate a life defined largely independent of a biblical worldview.
Narcissists see education solely as a means to enhance their own careers. The humanities and general education that historically were part of a university curriculum to help develop people with the intellectual and moral virtues necessary for a life directed at the common good, just don’t fit into the narcissist’s plans. As Christopher Lasch notes, “[Narcissistic] students object to the introduction of requirements in general education because the work demands too much of them and seldom leads to lucrative employment.”5
4. The empty self is passive. The couch potato is the role model for the empty self, and without question, modern Americans are becoming increasingly passive in their approach to life. We let other people do our living and thinking for us: the pastor studies the Bible for us, the news media does our political thinking for us, and we let our favorite sports team exercise, struggle, and win for us. From watching television to listening to sermons, our primary agenda is to be amused and entertained. Holidays have become vacations. Historically, a “holiday” was a “holy day,” an intrinsically valuable, special, active change of pace in which, through proactive play and recreation, you refresh your soul. A “vacation” is a “vacating” —even the language is passive — in order to let someone else amuse you. The passive individual is a self in search of pleasure and consumer goods provided by others. Such an individual increasingly becomes a shriveled self with less and less ability to be proactive and take control of life.
Many factors have contributed to the emergence of passivity as an aspect of the empty self. But in my view, television is the chief culprit, and its impact begins early in life. Elementary school children watch an average of twenty-five hours of television per week, and high schoolers spend six times as many hours watching television as they invest doing homework.6 Studies indicate that such widespread television viewing induces mental passivity, retards motivation and the ability to stick to something, negatively affects reading skills (especially those needed for higher-level mental comprehension), weakens the ability to listen and stay focused, and encourages an overall passive withdrawal from life.7 The widespread passivity of the empty self explains the proliferation of magazines like People, of television shows like Entertainment Tonight, and of an overidentification with sports teams and figures. Passive people do not have lives of their own, so they must live vicariously through the lives of others, and celebrities become the codependent enablers of a passive lifestyle. The very idea of a Christian celebrity is an oxymoron. But for the passive, empty self, it is a spiritual life-support system.
5. The empty self is sensate. As Christopher Lasch has observed, “Modern life is … thoroughly mediated by electronic images.”8 Lasch goes on to point out that today, we make decisions and even judge what is and is not real on the basis of sense images. If it’s on TV, it’s real. Advertisements sell us things based on images, not on thoughtful content about a product. Neil Postman complains that “on television, discourse is conducted largely through visual imagery, which is to say that television gives us a conversation in images, not words.”9
The emergence of the sensate self has produced two disastrous results. For one thing, people no longer base their decisions on a careful use of abstract reasoning in assessing the pertinent issues, nor are they as capable of doing so compared to earlier generations when thought was communicated by writing and abstract ideas, not by images.
For another thing, people are coming to believe more and more that the sense-perceptible world is all there is. In 1941, Harvard sociologist Pitirim A. Sorokin wrote a book entitled The Crisis of Our Age.10 In it, Sorokin claimed that cultures come in two major types: sensate and ideational. In a sensate culture people believe only in the reality of the physical universe capable of being experienced with the five senses. A sensate culture is secular, this-worldly, and empirical. By contrast, an ideational culture embraces the sensory world but also accepts the notion that an extra-empirical, immaterial reality can be known as well — a reality consisting in God, the soul, immaterial beings, values, purposes, and various abstract objects like numbers and propositions. Sorokin claimed that a sensate culture will eventually disintegrate because it lacks the intellectual resources necessary to sustain a public and private life conducive of corporate and individual human flourishing. And this is precisely what we see happening to modern American culture. The widespread emergence of the sensate self has caused us to be shallow, small-souled people.
6. The empty self has lost the art of developing an interior life. In a fascinating study, Roy Baumeister traces the changing views of the self and of success from medieval to modern times.11 According to Baumeister, the self used to be defined in terms of internal traits of virtue and morality, and the successful person, the person of honor and reputation, was the person with deep character. In such a view, the cultivation of an interior life through intellectual reflection and spiritual formation was of critical importance. In the last few decades, however, the self has come to be defined in terms of external factors — the ability to project a pleasurable, powerful personality and the possession of consumer goods — and the quest for celebrity status, image, pleasure, and power has become the preoccupation of a self so defined. A careful development of an inner life is simply irrelevant in such a view of the good life.
7. The empty self is hurried and busy. Finally, the empty self is a hurried, busy self gorged with activities and noise. As Philip Cushman observes, “The empty self is filled up with consumer goods, calories, experiences, politicians, romantic partners, and empathetic therapists.… [The empty self] experiences a significant absence of community, tradition, and shared meaning, … a lack of personal conviction and worth, and it embodies the absences as a chronic, undifferentiated emotional hunger.”12
Because the empty self has a deep emotional emptiness and hunger, and because it has devised inadequate strategies to fill that emptiness, a frenzied pace of life emerges to keep the pain and emptiness suppressed. One must jump from one activity to another and not be exposed to quiet for very long or the emptiness will become apparent. Such a lifestyle creates a deep sense of fatigue in which passivity takes over. And fatigued people either do not have the energy to read or, when they do, choose undemanding material. Shortly after noting that our capacity to think is on the decrease today, writer Robert Banks correctly observes that, frequently, the modern individual is too rushed and distracted to “look for something to ‘improve his mind,’ demand an effort from himjself], or give rise to reflection, awareness or sustained thought.”13 Distraction and noise are enemies of an intellectual and spiritual life; focus and quiet are its friends.
Empty Selves Are a Danger to Society and the Church
A society filled with empty selves is a morally bankrupt, intellectually shallow society. To cite but one example: Many people approach the abortion debate not on the basis of a thoughtful analysis of the relevant arguments, but from an infantile craving to seek promiscuous sexual soothing of the empty self free from any responsibility or consequences. Moreover, a church with largely empty selves is an immature, dysfunctional church. It is clear that the empty self is contrary to the nature of the mature follower of Jesus Christ.
The empty self is also the enemy of the Christian mind and its cultivation. Try to think about what a church filled with empty selves would look like in a culture. What would be the theological understanding, the reading habits, the evangelistic courage, the articulate cultural penetration of such a church? Pretty inadequate, I’m afraid. If the interior life does not really matter all that much, why spend the time reading and trying to develop an interior, intellectual, spiritually mature life? If someone is basically passive, he or she will just not make the effort to read, preferring instead to be entertained. If a person is sensate in orientation, music, magazines filled with pictures, and visual media in general will be more important than mere words on a page or abstract thoughts. If one is hurried and distracted, one will have little patience for theoretical knowledge and too short of an attention span to stay with an idea while it is being carefully developed. Instead, there will be a rush to get to the bottom line, an overemphasis on practical application and how-tos, a Reader’s Digest approach to sermon evaluation or reading selection.
And if someone is overly individualistic, infantile, and narcissistic, what will that person read, if he or she reads at all? Such a person will read Christian self-help books that are filled with self-serving content, many slogans, simplistic moralizing, a lot of stories and pictures, and inadequate diagnosis of issues that place no demand on the reader. Books about Christian celebrities will be selected to allow the reader to live vicariously through the celebrity. What will not be read are books that equip people to engage in “destroying speculations … raised up against the knowledge of God” (2 Corinthians 10:5, NASB), develop a well-reasoned, theological understanding of the Christian religion, and fill their role in the broader kingdom of God for the common good and the cause of Christ. Eventually a church without readers or with readers with the tastes just listed will become a marginalized, easily led group of Christians impotent to stand against the powerful forces of secularism that threaten to bury Christian ideas under a veneer of soulless pluralism and misguided scientism. In such a context, the church will be tempted to measure her success largely in terms of numbers — numbers achieved by cultural accommodation to empty selves. In this way, as Os Guinness has reminded us, the church will become her own grave digger; her means of short-term “success” will turn out to be the very thing that marginalizes her in the long run.14
Casting Out the Empty Self
I’m afraid there are no quick solutions to the problem of the empty self, and we cannot simplify its impact on the Christian mind. Still, I want to list briefly suggestions that in one way or another focus on developing a set of habits that are conducive to the development of the Christian mind in order to replace the habits of the empty self that are inimical to the Christian life. The battle here will be won or lost in the area of habits.
1. Admit the problem. First, we must admit that this is a problem and we need to inform others about it. We do ourselves or our God no good if we hide from the fact that the empty self threatens all of us. Any movement that brings about lasting changes begins with consciousness raising. Start talking with your Christian friends about the value of the Christian mind. Mention the empty self in your Sunday school class, your home Bible study, and so on. Talk to your children about developing their intellectual abilities for the service of Christ and His people. Before a problem can be solved, it must be carefully defined and clearly acknowledged.
2. Choose to be different. Second, at some point we need to make a fundamental decision that we will be different no matter what the cost. We Christians simply must admit that we have allowed our culture to squeeze us into its mold. We must stand against the culture (including inappropriate tendencies in the evangelical subculture), resist the empty self, and eschew the intellectual flabbiness that goes along with it. Motivation is a key here. I am no expert on motivation, but I do have one piece of advice, derived from almost thirty years of ministry: Expose yourself to ideas with which you disagree and let yourself be motivated to excel intellectually by the exposure. Listen to talk shows, read the editorial page, and walk around a local university and look at bulletin boards or read the student newspaper. Get into discussions with people at work with whom you differ. The point is to spend time around those who do not simply reinforce your own ways of looking at things. There are two advantages to this. For one thing, we can learn from our critics. For another, such exposure can move us to realize just how serious the war of ideas really is and how inadequately prepared we are to engage in that contest.
3. Change your routine. For one week, note two things on a sheet of paper. First, observe your energy rhythms. When is your energy at a low point during the day and when is it vigorous? Second, note what you tend to do when you get home from work or just after you have finished eating dinner. Often, when our energy is low or when we get home from work or finish dinner, we go into a passive mode and turn on the television. I believe that an intellectual life is easier to develop if a person learns to limit television watching and spends more time getting physical exercise. I don’t think I have to defend limiting television watching in this regard, but what about exercise? Your mind becomes more alert and you have more energy to be proactive and to read if you are in good shape.15 I tell my graduate students that if they want to get the most out of the intellectual opportunities of graduate school, then they must learn to use low-energy times, or moments like after work or dinner, as occasions to engage in physical exercise. Try something. After dinner go for a walk instead of turning on the TV. When you get back, sit down for thirty minutes to an hour and read an intellectually challenging book. The important thing here is to get out of passive ruts, especially those passive couch-potato moments, and replace old habits with new ones that create energy to read, reflect, and be more proactive.
4. Develop patience and endurance. Fourth, learn how to suffer and develop patient endurance. A life of intellectual cultivation takes effort. And it can be painful. The mind is like a muscle: it needs to be stretched beyond itself. I often read books that are a little over my head so I can develop my intellectual strength. Also, it often takes time to work through an important topic with sufficient care and attention. One needs to take a long-term perspective toward reading and study. But such a perspective will require endurance in staying put in a chair, with pen in hand, long enough to read deeply and widely. This requires a spirit of quietness and an absence of distraction. If you are fidgety and have to get up every fifteen minutes, you must get control of yourself. And gaining such control will require self-denial, suffering, and endurance. The intellectual life is both a means to and a result of a life of discipline, self-control, and endurance.
The best way to develop these traits is to practice the spiritual disciplines, especially solitude and fasting. Through solitude, I am learning to be quiet, alone, and focused. Through fasting, I am learning to say no to immediate gratification and bodily distraction and control myself. The spiritual disciplines can facilitate endurance, patience, discipline, and self-control — virtues that constitute the soil in which the cultivation of the Christian mind takes place. Richard Foster’s Celebration of Discipline and Dallas Willard’s The Spirit of the Disciplines are excellent guides to these spiritual disciplines.
5. Develop a good vocabulary. Fifth, keep a dictionary handy and get in the habit of looking up words that you don’t understand. The development of a good vocabulary is an important tool in the cultivation of the Christian mind. The ubiquitous and egregious (look them up!) avoidance of the dictionary today is no help to the person who wishes to love God with his or her mind.
6. Set some intellectual goals. Finally, it is important for you to set some study goals on a yearly basis. I suggest you team up with another person in your church who has similar study interests and commit yourselves to a mutually accountable reading program. For twenty-six years now, I have met every Friday morning for breakfast with a study partner. My friend and I read books in philosophy, psychology, contemporary culture, spiritual formation, and so on. We meet to discuss our reading. Also, we each subscribe to important Christian periodicals (for example, Christianity Today) and regularly browse in secular and Christian bookstores. We come together and share our discoveries each week, and our times together are rich! Find a plan that works for you and just do it!
TWO THIEVES OF THE CHRISTIAN MIND
The empty self is a general foe of the Christian mind. But two specific thieves rob many people of the fruitfulness and flourishing that is part of a developing Christian intellectual life. In wrapping up this chapter, I shall discuss each thief in turn.
Thief 1: The Odd Bedfellows of Inferiority and Pride
1. Inviting these bedfellows to be guests. Many times adult learners have a deep sense of insecurity about their own mental abilities. Defensiveness and a false sense of pride can arise to protect one from feeling embarrassed about not knowing something. Intellectual embarrassment is one of the worst forms of humiliation — no one wants to come off as stupid or uninformed.
I think our adult Sunday school classes have unintentionally contributed to this false sense of pride. I have spoken in hundreds of churches and have regularly observed Sunday school classes that divide into small groups to reflect on a passage or discuss an idea. Later, when the groups recombine to share their observations with the entire class, group feedback is almost always affirming no matter how inaccurate or poorly reasoned a point is. Over the years, this creates a feeling of safety in the class but at the price of generating both a false sense of pride and the mistaken notion that all opinions are equal, whether spontaneous and quickly conceived or the result of detailed study prior to class time. It also keeps adults from learning how to receive criticism for their ideas in the interest of truth and stifles growth in the ability to respond nondefensively If we don’t work on this in the safety of the company of our own brothers and sisters, we will come off as small, reactionary, and inarticulate in the public square. We need to give one another permission to express inadequately thought-out points to each other and create the expectation that we can learn to argue with one another, critique and defend ideas, or leave class with more work to do on a subject. All of this is in the interest of learning to reason carefully to get to the truth of what we study together.
This may be a bit threatening at first, but over the long haul it will produce a church filled with people who are more secure about what they believe and why. The very forms that define our periods of study together often institutionalize false pride and a lack of intellectual growth. There is absolutely nothing wrong with admitting you don’t know something or that you’re currently inadequately equipped to think a topic through. What is unacceptable, however, is running from this fact and thereby giving up on intellectual and spiritual growth in the interest of avoiding embarrassment or possible rejection. We all need help in this area, and we should care enough about truth and reason to give that help. Even if we agree with one another’s conclusions, we need to dedicate ourselves for Christ’s sake to refusing to allow each other to reach those conclusions with poor argumentation and sloppy treatment of data.
Another form of inferiority comes from the simple fact that we are evangelicals. For some time now, our culture has told us that conservative Christians are intellectually inferior, that the Christian faith is irrational, and so forth. And we constantly watch our views caricatured as the news media, hostile university professors, and others regularly build straw men out of Christian positions and proceed to destroy those straw men. When a community is repeatedly told that it is ignorant, it will come to believe that message whether or not it is true.
2. Asking them to leave. What should we do about this problem? I think we need to work harder at holding forth and celebrating our past and contemporary Christian thinkers. We need to know who they are. Do you know who the top Christian intellectuals are today in various fields? Are these people and their work placed before our children as examples to be emulated? We do this for Christian sports heroes, missionaries, and public speakers, so why not do it for our intellectuals?
The effect of identifying and celebrating our Christian intellectuals before one another cannot be overestimated. Social historian John G. Gager has pointed out that even though the early church was a minority movement that faced intellectual and cultural ridicule and marginalization, it maintained internal cohesion and a courageous witness thanks in no small measure to the powerful role in the broader Christian community of Christian intellectuals and apologists.16 The early church knew who her intellectuals and apologists were, and this gave them confidence and a feeling of strength.
In the same way, we must identify, celebrate, utilize, and make role models out of our Christian thinkers. And we need to celebrate the absolutely unequaled history of the intellectual life in the Christian church. If an alternative community of atheists, Buddhists, or anything else can rival the rich cultural and intellectual leadership in church history, let someone come forth and demonstrate it. The intellectual life is our heritage as Christians, and it is time to remind ourselves of this.
Thief 2: Keeping a Sense of Control
1. The fear of losing control. I once told my children that if they ever got to the point where they thought it was unreasonable to believe that Christianity was true, then they should abandon the faith. Does that sound risky? It is, but what is the alternative? Should we tell our children to set their minds aside totally and accept the Christian faith without using their intelligence? It can be risky to encourage people to develop their minds and allow reason to help them decide what they believe and why. No one can predict where such an approach will lead in a specific individual’s life. It’s easy to lose control of the outcome.17 If your church is Reformed, charismatic, or whatever, and if your church actually equips people to think widely and deeply about their own theological beliefs, there is no guarantee that they will all come down where the church leaders are on a specific topic. For some, this can create an uncomfortable heterogeneity; it forces us to work harder at drawing lines between what sort of theological diversity a church will or will not tolerate within its membership.
2. Commitment to truth and reason. The fears just mentioned are easy to understand. However, we cannot let our fears dictate to us our approach to Christian growth and ministry. We need to keep two things firmly planted in the center of our minds. First, we simply must reaffirm our commitment to truth and right reason and be confident that our Christian beliefs both warrant that commitment and will flourish in light of it. As Roger Trigg has noted, “Any commitment, it seems, depends on two distinct elements. It presupposes certain beliefs [to be true] and it also involves a personal dedication to the actions implied by them.”18 We are committed to Christianity in general, or some doctrinal position in particular, because we take that commitment to express what is true. And we are committed to the importance of our God-given faculty of mind to aid us in assessing what is true.
3. Consequences of abandoning a commitment to truth and reason. We need to remember the consequences of abandoning a fundamental commitment to truth and reason. A people that does not care about these will be easily led to behave in certain ways by rhetoric, image, narcissistic self-infatuation, and so on. This is extremely dangerous. Further, if our allegiance to Christianity is not based on the conviction that it is true and reasonable, then we are treating the faith as a mere means to some self-serving pragmatic end, and that demeans the faith. For example, if we are more concerned with practical application from the Bible than with having good reasons for thinking we have correctly interpreted it, then our bottom line will be that the Bible exists as a tool to make us a success, and we do not exist to place ourselves under what it really says.
In medicine, we all know what a placebo is. It is an innocuous substance that doesn’t really do anything to help an illness. But the patient’s false belief that it works brings some mental relief. Unfortunately, a placebo works due to the naive, misinformed, false beliefs on the part of the patient. Sadly, the placebo effect is not limited to medicine. Many people have worldview placebos — false, naive, misinformed beliefs that allow them to live in a safe fantasy world of their own mental creation. To see why this is sad, consider the fictitious story of Wonmug.
Wonmug was a hopelessly dumb physics student attending a large western university. He failed all of his first-semester classes, his math skills were around a fifth-grade level, and he had no aptitude for science. However, one day all the physics students and professors at his college decided to spoof Wonmug by making him erroneously think he was the best physics student at the university. When he asked a question in class, students and professors alike would marvel out loud at the profundity of the inquiry. Graders gave him perfect scores on all his assignments when in reality he deserved an F. Eventually, Wonmug graduated and went on for his PhD. The professors at his university sent a letter to all the physicists in the world and included them in the spoof. Wonmug received his degree, took a prestigious chair of physics, regularly went to Europe to deliver papers at major science conferences, and was often featured in Time and Newsweek. Wonmug’s life was pregnant with feelings of respect, accomplishment, expertise, and happiness. Unfortunately, he still knew absolutely no physics. Do you envy Wonmug? Would you wish such a life for your children? Of course not. Why? Because his sense of well-being was built on a false, misinformed worldview placebo.
Often, life is a struggle. We grow sick, lose our jobs, experience fragmented relationships with others, and eventually die. We want to know if there is anything real upon which to base our lives. Is there really a God and what is He actually like? What does God believe about the things that matter most? Is there any purpose to life and, if so, what is it? Why was I thrust into this world? Are values objective and real, or arbitrary and invented? Is there life after death? In what ways can I really count on God, and are there any true, effective ways to get close to Him? When we ask these questions, we don’t just want answers that help us merely because we believe them. We want to be comforted because our answers to these questions are really true. For the wise person of virtue, a life well lived is based on the truth, not on a placebo.
But if truth really matters after all, then it follows that rationality also is crucial to a life well lived. Why? Because if we want a life built on truth, we want to be sure that our worldview consists of the highest percentage of true beliefs and the lowest percentage of false ones. The only way available to us for making sure this is the case with our own belief system is through the careful use of our faculty of reason. In the ordinary decisions of daily life, we try to base our beliefs and actions on the best evidence we can get. From sitting on a jury to buying a new house, we try to base our decisions on a careful assessment of all the relevant evidence we can get. Who would respect someone who voted in a jury trial or decided which house to buy with no regard to the evidence relevant to these decisions? If someone used blind faith and bought the first house he or she saw with a For Sale sign in front of it, but made no effort to get information about the house and neighborhood, we would consider that person foolish. Why? Because when we use our reason and base decisions on the best assessment of the evidence we can make, we increase our chances that our decisions are based on true beliefs.
Now if this is the case for day-to-day issues, why should we suddenly abandon the importance of reason and evidence when it comes to religion? We should not. Any religious belief worthy of the name should be accepted because we take the belief to be true and do so by the best exercise of our mental faculties we can muster. In the long run, it is better to risk losing control, face our doubts, be patient, and do the best job we can of using our minds to get at the truth. Not only is the Christian faith secure enough to withstand such an approach, but the faith actually encourages it.
SUMMARY
If we are going to make progress in our Christian lives, then we must defeat the empty self and take back what insecurity and fear of losing control have taken from us. This is the first step toward making progress in cultivating the Christian mind as part of an overall spiritual journey pleasing to God and good for others and ourselves. But just exactly how does one develop a more careful intellect? How can a person learn to think better and be more assured that his or her beliefs are, in fact, true? To these questions we now turn.
CHAPTER FIVE
CLEARING THE COBWEBS FROM OUR MENTAL ATTICS
I attended the University of Missouri and received a BS in chemistry in 1970. The vast majority of my course work consisted of math, physics, and chemistry. In a typical science course, we would cover around three hundred pages of textbook per semester. I read very little prose and spent most of my time solving mathematical problems associated with my chemistry, physics, and math textbooks. I roomed with a literature major my freshman year, and it was not uncommon for him to have 1,500 pages of assigned reading in one course. Intellectually speaking, our college experience was very different until my conversion to Christ in the fall of my junior year.
As a new convert, I entered a world entirely new to me, a world filled with philosophical, theological, biblical, ethical, political, and historical ideas. As my tender, newly regenerated soul began to grow close to Christ, I began to care deeply about ideas in those areas, so I started reading anything I could get my hands on. At first, the reading was hard for me because I was unprepared for it. My scientific training had been valuable in many ways, but reading a book on theology is very different from solving problems in organic chemistry. I simply was not in the habit of reading demanding prose in the humanities about broad ethical, theological, or philosophical themes. But I persevered, and in the process I cleared away some of the cobwebs that covered vast regions of my mental attic.
Nothing that is worth doing is pleasurable or easy in the early stages of learning how to do it. But through regular practice, patient endurance, and proper mentoring, skills emerge and habits are formed that enable a person to be good at the activity in focus. This is clearly the case in learning to play golf, hit a baseball, or read in completely new areas of study. It is no less true of becoming a deep, careful thinker in general. If we are to love God adequately with the mind, then the mind must be exercised regularly, trained to acquire certain habits of thought, and filled with an increasingly rich set of distinctions and categories. There is no simple way to do this, and it would be presumptuous to attempt to describe fully how to develop a mature mind in one short chapter. Still, there are certain aspects of intellectual cultivation that we can discuss briefly yet profitably. My intent here is to help you get started. In this chapter, we will probe two of these aspects: forming habits of the mind and principles of reasoning.
FORMING HABITS OF THE MIND
The Formation of Virtue
A mature person has a tightly integrated, well-ordered soul. A carefully developed mind is a crucial part of a well-ordered soul. A mind that is learning to function well is both part of and made possible by an overall life that is skillfully lived. You cannot learn to use your mind well for Christ’s sake by just reading a logic book or taking more adult education courses. You must order your general lifestyle in such a way that a maturing intellect emerges as part of that lifestyle. If you want to develop a Christian mind, you must intend to order your overall form of life to make this possible. You cannot just read a book or two and add this to a lifestyle otherwise indifferent to the intellect.
Moreover, learning to be a careful Christian thinker results in an entire way of being present in the world. To see what I mean by this, recall from chapter 3 that what a person spends time learning will affect the way that person sees, hears, thinks, and behaves. A trained lawyer actually hears things on the evening news, sees things in the newspaper, and approaches conversations with others in ways that would be unavailable to her if she had gone into psychology or business. A person with a well-developed lawyer-type mind will have a distinctive way of being present in the world. This is also true of a person who is cultivating a careful Christian mind. That person will be present to the world in a distinctively Christian intellectual way. He will notice certain things others miss, read things (for example, theology, church history) others eschew, and so forth. To develop a Christian mind skillfully, you must want to be a certain sort of person badly enough that you are willing to pay the price of ordering your lifestyle appropriately. Of course, some Christians are called to a vocation of being a Christian intellectual in one way or another — a Christian philosopher or New Testament scholar, for example. This requires a more intense, focused ordering of one’s life than is needed for those without this calling. But every believer, regardless of vocational calling, needs to cultivate a Christian mind.
Virtues and the Good Life
A life so ordered to facilitate intellectual growth is characterized by a certain set of virtues that makes such growth possible. A virtue is a skill, a habit, an ingrained disposition to act, think, or feel in certain ways. Virtues are those good parts of one’s character that make a person excellent at life in general. As with any skill (for example, learning to swing a golf club), a virtue becomes ingrained in my personality, and thus a part of my very nature, through repetition, practice, and training. If I want to develop the virtue of compassion, I must regularly practice acts of mercy, self-sacrifice, and kindness. Knowing what these virtues are will give you something specific at which to aim in your efforts to cultivate your mind.
Certain virtues are especially relevant to the development of an intellectual life.1 Moreover, these virtues are not isolated from each other. They are deeply interrelated. Growth in one virtue can aid maturity in another skill and vice versa. If you want a maturing Christian mind, you’ll need to cultivate these virtues through regular practice. Five groups of virtues are especially important for cultivating a Christian mind. Let’s take a look at each of these groups.
1. The first group contains truth seeking, honesty, and wisdom. The Christian mind is committed to seeking and finding the truth even if that truth is not what one wanted to hear. The Christian seeks to know and do the truth. In fact, in a certain sense the believer’s commitment to the truth is even more basic than his or her dedication to the Christian faith in general or some doctrinal position in particular: If one came to believe that Christianity or some doctrinal belief were false, then one ought to give up the belief in question. By way of application, we should learn to listen to what our critics say about us even if we don’t like the way they express their views. A wife or husband should try to get at the truth of a spouse’s criticisms even if it was expressed angrily and inappropriately. Practice this in all areas of your life to cultivate the habit of wanting the truth.
Honesty is closely related to truth. The Christian mind is honest about what it does and does not believe. The thinking Christian tries to be honest to himself or herself and to others. An important part of honesty is proportionality. Proportionality is the measure of the degree to which one ought to accept a belief or the degree to which a specific argument actually supports that belief. We ought to proportion our degree of belief to the degree for which we have grounds for accepting it. Many times we think that believing something with less than complete certainty means we really do not believe it. But this is not true. If you believe something, you must be at least slightly more certain that it is true than you are that it is false — you must be more than fifty-fifty regarding the belief. And your certainty about the belief can grow.
This growth ought to be based on and proportional to the rational considerations relevant to the belief. It is unproductive to try to believe something beyond your grounds for believing it and dishonest to act as if you believe something more strongly than you do. Overbelief is not a virtue. For example, I am far from certain on many Christian beliefs I hold. I lean toward the view that the days of Genesis are vast periods of time and not literal twenty-four-hour periods. But about two days of the week I flip-flop and accept the literal view. Based on my study, I cannot convince myself either way, and I’m about sixty-forty in favor of the old-earth position. Other beliefs of mine have grown in certainty over the years — that God really exists, for example. We should be honest with ourselves about the strength of our various beliefs and work on strengthening them by considering the issues relevant to their acceptance.
We should also be honest about what arguments are and are not good in supporting our beliefs. Recently, I heard a guest minister preach a sermon about condom distribution in the public schools. He began by acknowledging that he was against this practice and went on to lecture on the various arguments for and against it. At one point he criticized as inadequate an argument used by many Christians against condom distribution. He was not promoting condom distribution, he was demoting a bad argument against it. What happened after the service was very sad. A number of people criticized him behind his back because, in their view, he had come down in favor of condom distribution. But this was clearly wrong. He had simply criticized one argument raised against condom distribution. His point was this: God is not honored when His people use bad arguments for what may actually be correct conclusions. Proportionality involves distinguishing a conclusion from arguments used to reach it and recognizing that rejecting certain arguments is not the same as rejecting a conclusion. Because of minds not trained to be sensitive to proportionality, people in the congregation could not hear what the minister said and missed a great chance to learn something.
Wisdom is also related to truth seeking. Wisdom is the wise use and application of knowledge. It involves knowing how to use good means to accomplish worthy ends in a skillful manner. The New Testament clearly teaches that the more one is willing to obey and apply the truth, the more one will be in a position to gain knowledge about more truth. For the Christian, seeking the truth is no mere abstract activity unrelated to life. The more we practice living what we already know, the better we will be at learning more. Some Christians misunderstand the nature of wisdom, preferring practical wisdom and disdaining theoretical knowledge. However, since wisdom is the application of knowledge, you cannot be practically wise without being theoretically informed. Truth seeking, honesty and proportionality, and wisdom are important virtues to cultivate if a growing Christian mind is to become a reality.
2. A second group of virtues contains faith (trust) and hope. One must have peace and serenity of mind in order to develop a life of understanding, reflection, and meditation. An anxious, depressed, distracted soul is not conducive to intellectual growth. We Christians trust and hope that truth is good and worth having because we are confident in the God of truth. In my opinion, this is one reason why intellectual growth and cultural flourishing are often a result of the Christian penetration of a society. Trust and hope in God help build confidence that truth is a valuable thing to have because it is ultimately good. A confident mind is a mind free to follow the truth wherever it leads, without the distracting fear and anxiety that come from the attitude that maybe we’re better off not knowing the truth. This is one reason why Christians need not fear the honest examination of their faith.
A lack of faith and hope creates a distracted mind incapable of intellectual growth and devotion to God. Noise and busyness can rob one of serenity of mind as well. If you truly desire to develop a Christian mind, then you must squarely face this fact: The mind cannot grow without reflection and meditation on what has been studied, and reflection and meditation require periods of quiet and solitude on the one hand and simplicity of life on the other. You must order your life so as to remove as far as possible, given your other commitments, unnecessary modern gadgets and distractions to maintain focus and quiet in your life. Unplug or turn off the phone regularly. Don’t just rely on voice mail, because even a ringing phone will rouse your curiosity about the identity of the caller and distract you. Don’t spend all your time in front of a computer or the television. If you can afford it, pay to have your taxes done or your yard mowed. Do what you can to free yourself from unnecessary distractions. As an application, you may want to draw up a list of ways you can simplify your life and create more time for quiet reflection.
3. The third group of virtues relevant to the intellectual life includes humility and the associated traits of open-mindedness, self-criticality, and nondefensiveness. We must be willing to seek the truth in a spirit of humility with an admission of our own finitude, we must be willing to learn from our critics, and we need to learn to argue against our own positions in order to strengthen our understanding of them. I once heard a Christian college professor tell a group of parents that the purpose of a Christian college is to challenge the students’ faith. I piped up in disagreement and argued that the purpose (among other things) was to strengthen and develop their faith, and one way to do this was to face questions honestly. The purpose of intellectual humility, open-mindedness, and so forth is not to create a skeptical mind that never lands on a position about anything, preferring to remain suspended in midair. Rather, the purpose is for you to do anything you can to remove your unhelpful biases and get at the truth in a reasoned way. A proper development of this group of virtues can aid in that quest.
Here is something to practice. When your view is criticized or even ridiculed on television, on a radio talk show, or in a newspaper editorial, don’t just react angrily. Take a moment to jot down on paper the person’s main thesis and how that thesis was supported. Then do two things. First, assume the person is expressing at least some good points and try to identify them. This assumption may be false, but the search for common ground with intellectual opponents is a good habit. In the process of identifying these good points, try to argue against your own view. Second, try to state on paper exactly how you would argue against the view being expressed in an intellectually precise yet emotionally calm way. This exercise may take a few minutes, but if repeated regularly it will aid you in developing this third group of virtues.
4. The Christian mind requires the virtues of ardor, vigilance, and fortitude. The Christian thinker should be a passionate person filled with ardor or zeal — zeal for God and truth. This zeal expresses itself in a passion to know and do the truth and to live a religiously reasonable form of life. It also helps make possible the vigilance necessary to stick to a life of study when it is not convenient or not particularly valued by those around you. Often a topic of study requires the patient development of a long, complicated chain of arguments before the issue can be understood, and vigilance is needed to see it to completion. An impatient generation looking for instant solutions and quick answers will be a generation of shallow slogans.
Fortitude or courage is also needed, and this comes from confidence in God’s providential care of His children, including His availability to comfort them even in the face of martyrdom. The Christian mind requires the courage to face the truth and to stand up for it even when doing so is not popular. Bravery does not imply the absence of fear, but the ability to rise above and not be controlled by it. The person with an articulate, well-reasoned Christian worldview will be attacked if he or she defends unpopular Christian positions in the public square. Fortitude will be needed to enable one to continue to hunger for, cling to, and propagate the truth in such circumstances. Joseph Pieper astutely observes that fortitude contains two elements: endurance and attack.2 The courageous person, especially one with intellectual courage, must learn to endure suffering and hardship in the interests of the truth and to continue attacking harmful falsehoods even if that is risky and painful.
A person must have motivation to develop zeal, vigilance, and courage. One of the best ways to gain this motivation is to put yourself in a slightly threatening yet not overwhelming situation in which you must defend your views. Regularly, when I teach an adult education class in a church, I require class members to develop a ten-question survey and interview five different people they do not know to be Christians — at a mall, at work, or somewhere else. Inevitably, two things happen. First, the class members gain firsthand exposure to the menagerie of ideas held by those in their own community. Second, they realize how ill-prepared they are to articulate and defend their own beliefs. Such exposure creates an initial hunger to grow in diligence as a learner and to be more courageous about what one believes.
5. The final virtue is fidelity to God and dedication to His cause in the world as one’s chief end. The Christian intellectual is here to serve a Name, not to make one. Unfortunately, I have seen too many Christian thinkers who have a certain texture or posture in life that gives the impression that they are far more concerned with assuring their academic colleagues that they are not ignorant fundamentalists than they are with pleasing God and serving His people. Such thinkers often give up too much intellectual real estate far too readily to secular or other perspectives inimical to the Christian faith. This is why many average Christian folk are suspicious of the mind today. All too often, they have seen intellectual growth in Christian academics lead to a cynical posture unfaithful to the spirit of the Christian way. I have always been suspicious of Christian intellectuals whose primary agenda seems to be to remove embarrassment about being an evangelical and to assure their colleagues that they are really acceptable, rational people in spite of their evangelicalism. While we need to be sensitive to our unbelieving friends and colleagues, we should care far less about what the world thinks than about what God thinks of our intellectual life. Fidelity to God and His cause is the core commitment of a growing Christian mind. Such a commitment engenders faithfulness to God and His people and inhibits the puffiness that can accompany intellectual growth.
Study as a Spiritual Discipline
Dallas Willard defines a spiritual discipline as “an activity undertaken to bring us into more effective cooperation with Christ and His Kingdom.”3 In any human endeavor, repetitive exercise and practice bring skill and excellence. Sometimes a particular activity is good because it accomplishes a specific result. Swinging a baseball bat is good if it produces a base hit. However, that same activity can also be done, not for the result alone, but for the training it offers. A person can repeatedly swing a bat in a batting cage for the purpose of training, and not to increase his output of base hits. And other good results can follow from such training besides the one usually or normally intended; for example, regular trips to a batting cage can get a person in good overall condition besides helping him get base hits.
The same thing is true of study. We often correctly approach study specifically for some direct end — preparing a lesson or learning a topic covered in a book. But study should also be approached as a set of training activities, as spiritual and intellectual exercises. Study is a discipline that strengthens the mind and enriches the soul. Sometimes I study a book for the sheer value of engaging my intellect in a stretching, strenuous activity. At other times, I read to help myself cultivate the intellectual virtues listed above. Seen as a discipline, study becomes a means of building my character, ingraining habits of thought and reflection, and reinforcing in my own soul the value of the life of the mind. We study, then, not simply to gain knowledge about the topic of study, but as a broader spiritual discipline. By way of application, it is important to read books from time to time as a form of spiritual discipline and intellectual exercise, even if the topic of the book does not address one of your immediate, felt needs. If all you do is read simple books or those that overemphasize stories or practical application, you’ll never learn to think for yourself as a mature Christian, nor will you develop a trained mind.
The Importance of English Grammar and Syntax
Jane Healy observes that “the way people use language is braided together tightly with the way they think.”4 Healy is right. While we do not need to think in language (a child can think prior to language acquisition, and, in fact, since language is a vehicle for thought, language presupposes thought and not vice versa), nevertheless, language development is critical for cultivating a careful, precise, attentive mind.5 Most people today do not use good grammar or syntax in sentence construction. Interestingly, the demise of grammar and syntax reflects a change in the main way language is currently used.
Today, we primarily use language to express emotions, create experiences, or get someone to do something, like buy a product. Careful thought is not always relevant to these modern appropriations of language. How many television commercials actually persuade us to buy something on the basis of an articulate defense of a product! The devaluation of grammar correlates closely with a devaluation of the mind, truth, and thought. When a main purpose of language is the careful, precise expression of thought, grammar and syntax become critical because they make such expression of thought possible.
If we Christians are to develop our minds, we must take greater care to improve our syntax and grammar, and we must expect this from each other. From years of experience grading student papers, I can tell you that if a student’s grammar is poor, he or she has a difficult time developing a coherent line of thought clearly and carefully. Let’s give ourselves permission to correct one another’s grammar with a gentle, nonarrogant spirit in our fellowship meetings. Isn’t a developed intellectual love for God worth the price of an initial embarrassment at such correction? After all, the alternative is to continue to allow one another to speak incorrectly and fail to realize the intellectual benefits that come from the correct use of language.
Having seen the importance of a Christian mind, and having (hopefully) been persuaded of the importance of good thinking, ordered language, and good grammar, you may be asking, “Okay, what is well-reasoned thinking?” Let’s look now at the principles that govern reasoning and why they are important to the mind.
PRINCIPLES OF REASONING
Why Logic?
Besides cultivating virtue, taking study as a spiritual discipline, and being more disciplined about your grammar and syntax, you should be acquainted with certain logical tools that constitute the very nature of thought. Even young children use these tools without knowing the names for them. In this section, I want to examine briefly some of the more important principles of argument. If you really want to develop your intellectual skills, you should memorize these and practice using them and recognizing their presence in things you hear or read. For a more thorough discussion of principles of reasoning and argument, consult any standard introductory logic text.6
We Christians must never forget that our God is a God of truth, reason, and logic. He speaks wisdom to His children, invites them to reason and argue with Him logically, and demands that they present in logical fashion the reason why they believe. The image of God within us includes the faculty of abstract reasoning and logical thought. In Romans, the apostle Paul presents in a careful, logical fashion a host of Old Testament texts about the nature of sin, judgment, and justification. In public debate, Jesus Himself regularly used careful logic to refute opponents’ arguments and present them with a carefully reasoned alternative. When John Wesley told a group of ministers to become proficient in logic as a part of their calling, he was expressing a deep understanding of the Christian faith as that faith is depicted in the Bible and throughout church history.
In logic, an argument is defined as a group of statements containing premises and a conclusion in which the former are claimed as support for the latter. Using an argument is not the same as being argumentative. In using an argument, one simply supports a conclusion with premises. Being argumentative is a defensive personality defect. Christians are required by God to argue, not to be argumentative (1 Peter 3:15).
Arguments are either deductive or inductive. In a valid deductive argument, if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true. For example, “(1) All dogs are ducks, (2) All ducks are cats, (3) Therefore, all dogs are cats” is a valid deductive argument. In spite of the fact that premises 1 and 2 are false, if ‘they were true, the conclusion would have to be true.
In an inductive argument, the premises do not guarantee but merely provide support or grounds for the truth of the conclusion. An inductive argument with true premises does not guarantee but only makes probable the truth of its conclusion. It would be possible to have a good inductive argument with true premises and a false conclusion. For example, “(1) Ninety-five percent of people who receive the antibiotic get well, (2) We are about to give John the antibiotic, (3) Therefore, John is about to get well” is a good inductive argument. Premises 1 and 2 do in fact provide good support for the conclusion, even though the premises could be true and the conclusion false.
Deductive arguments can be either valid or invalid. As we have seen, if a deductive argument is valid, its conclusion must be true if its premises are true. An invalid deductive argument is one in which the premises could be true but the conclusion false. For example, “(1) All dogs are mammals, (2) All cats are mammals, (3) Therefore, all dogs are cats” is invalid because it contains true premises and a false conclusion. A sound argument is a deductive argument with true premises (and therefore, a true conclusion), and this is what we want to employ as best we can. A syllogism is a deductive argument that consists of exactly two premises and one conclusion.
The argument above about dogs and cats is a syllogism (an invalid one). Since these terms may be new to you, we’ll follow this general introduction with a discussion of important principles of reasoning, followed by a list of certain fallacies of reasoning that occur regularly.
A BRIEF LESSON IN LOGIC
Principles of Reasoning and Argument
A number of principles of reasoning and argument are crucial yet easy to grasp and, in fact, can be taught profitably to children.
1. Three important syllogisms. There are several different types of syllogisms, but these three are easy to spot and occur all the time in our thinking and arguing. Let P and Q in the following stand for any two sentences. (Modus ponens is a Latin term meaning “in the mood of affirming”; modus tollens means “in the mood of denying.”)
Take a look at MP and MT. Note that premise 1 is the same in both syllogisms: “If P then Q.” In an “if-then” sentence like this, P is called the antecedent and Q the consequent. Here is an example of MP (modus ponens):
1. If you believe in Jesus Christ, then you are saved.
2. You believe in Jesus Christ.
3. Therefore, you are saved.
You will observe that premise 2 (“You believe in Jesus Christ”) is actually an affirmation of the antecedent of premise 1 (the antecedent is what comes after “if” in premise 1). MP is a valid deductive argument form: If the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true. However, there is sometimes invalid reasoning associated with MP called the fallacy of affirming the consequent:
1. If P then Q.
2. Q.
3. Therefore, P.
Note that premise 2 makes the mistake of affirming the consequent of premise 1 instead of the antecedent; that is, it asserts Q instead of P. This is a fallacy because such an argument could have true premises and a false conclusion, as follows: (1) If it is raining outside (P), then it is wet (Q), (2) It is wet (Q), (3) Therefore, it is raining (P). But it may be wet due to a sprinkler system and not because it is raining.
Here is an example of MT (modus tollens):
1. If atheistic evolution is true, then organisms are simply physical systems.
2. It is not true that organisms are simply physical systems (for example, they may have souls).
3. Therefore, it is not the case that atheistic evolution is true (it is false).
Note that premise 2 correctly consists in a denial of the consequent of premise 1. As with MP, there is sometimes invalid reasoning associated with MT called the fallacy of denying the antecedent:
1. If P then Q.
2. Not P.
3. Therefore, not Q.
For example:
1. If Jones took the car, then he went to the store.
2. It is not true that Jones took the car.
3. Therefore, it is not true that Jones went to the store.
Here, 1 and 2 could be true, but 3 is false. Maybe Jones went to the store in a taxi.
Finally, here is an example of a disjunctive syllogism:
1. Either Jones left the house or he is at home.
2. It is not true that Jones left the house.
3. Therefore, he is at home.
In premise 1, we are presented with an option: either Jones left his house or he is at home. One of these is true because the dilemma is an exhaustive one and there are no third options. One of these alternatives must be true. So, if it isn’t true that Jones left the house, he has to be at home.
Medieval theologians noted that even dogs appear to behave as if they understand disjunctive syllogisms. They observed that when a dog chased a rabbit down a road that suddenly forked, either the rabbit went left or it went right. If the dog sniffed the left fork with no success (it discovered that the rabbit had not taken the left fork), it would not sniff the right fork. Rather, it would immediately run down the right fork, apparently because it already knew that’s where the rabbit went.
In Deuteronomy 30:15,17-19, Moses presents a disjunctive syllogism. See if you can find the two premises and the conclusion:
See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, and death and adversity.… But if your heart turns away and you will not obey,… I declare to you today that you shall surely perish.… So choose life in order that you may live. (NASB)
2. Necessary and sufficient conditions and counterexamples. While we are on the subject of “if-then” statements, it is absolutely crucial to learn to distinguish the difference between necessary and sufficient conditions. A necessary condition is one that must prevail before a second condition can occur. If P is a necessary condition for Q, then if Q is true, P must be true, but P alone may not guarantee the truth of Q. (Example: reread the sentence above, asserting the following conditions: P = Doug Geivett is alive; Q = Doug Geivett is married.) To refute a claim that P is necessary for Q, simply give a counterexample in which Q is true and P is false (in which case P could not be necessary for Q). For example, if someone claims that a necessary condition for practicing science is that you are studying something that can be directly observed, then we can refute this claim by citing examples of scientific practice that do not involve studying something that can be directly observed (the death of the dinosaurs, electrons). In English, a necessary condition is often introduced by the words “only if,” “entails that,” “implies that.”
A sufficient condition is one that is adequate for another condition to succeed. If P is a sufficient condition for Q, then if P is true, Q must be true, but there may be other ways for Q to be true besides the truth of P. (Example: P = Doug Geivett is married to Diane; Q = Doug Geivett is married.) To refute a claim that P is a sufficient condition for Q, simply give a counterexample in which P is true and Q is false (in which case P could not be sufficient for Q). For example, if someone claims that a sufficient condition for practicing science is that you are studying something that can be directly observed, then we can refute this claim by citing examples of nonscientific practice that do involve studying something that can be directly observed (for example, doing a word study in literature where you directly observe an author’s uses of a term). In English, a sufficient condition is often introduced by the words “if,” “in case,” “provided that,” “given that.” In an “if-then” statement, the antecedent is the sufficient condition and the consequent is the necessary condition. Sometimes in logic, “if-then” is symbolized by the sign . A useful device for remembering which is the necessary and which is the sufficient condition in an “if-then” statement is to remember “SUN,” because such a statement in logic looks like this: S
N.
Let’s test your understanding. Of the following pairs, which is the necessary and which is the sufficient condition (answers are in the note)? Pair 1: P = The apple is red; Q = The apple is colored. Pair 2: P = The box is shaped; Q = The box is square. Pair 3: P = Jones is a human; Q = Jones is a person.7
3. The law of identity. Sometimes people make reductionist claims that one thing is nothing but (is identical to) something else — for example, that the soul is nothing but the brain, that sex is nothing but a certain bodily activity, that religious experience is nothing but a psychological phenomenon. The law of identity helps us evaluate such claims. Bishop Joseph Butler (1692–1752) once remarked that everything is itself and not something else. This simple truth has profound implications. Suppose you want to know whether J. P. Moreland is Eileen Spiek’s youngest son. If J. P. Moreland is identical to Eileen Spiek’s youngest son, then in reality, there is only one thing we are talking about: J. P. Moreland, who is Eileen Spiek’s youngest son. Furthermore, J. P. Moreland is identical to himself; he is not different from himself. Now if J. P. Moreland is not identical to Eileen Spiek’s youngest son, then in reality we are talking about two things, not one.
This illustration can be generalized into a truth about the nature of identity: For any x and y, if x and y are identical (they are really the same thing, there is only one thing you are talking about, not two), then any truth that applies to x will apply to y and vice versa. This suggests a test for identity: if you could find one thing true of x not true of y, or vice versa, then x cannot be identical to (be the same thing as) y. If there is something true of a state of my brain (for example, it has electrical activity, weight, is composed of chemicals) that is not true of a state of my mind, say a thought (thoughts don’t have weights and aren’t built out of chemical or electrical components), then the state of my brain is not the same thing as the state of my mind.
4. Self-refutation. Whenever you are listening to someone argue for a position on something, always pay attention to whether or not the person is asserting something that is self-refuting. What is self-refutation? A statement is about a subject matter. “All electrons have negative charge” is about the subject matter called electrons. Some statements refer to themselves, that is, they include themselves in their own field of reference. “All English sentences are short” refers to all English sentences whatsoever, including that very sentence itself. Sometimes a statement refers to itself and fails to satisfy its own criteria of rational acceptability or truthfulness. “No English sentence is longer than three words,” “I do not exist,” and “There are no truths” are self-refuting. They refer to themselves and they falsify themselves. Self-refuting statements are necessarily false; that is, they cannot possibly be true.
Here are some common self-refuting assertions:
• “I believe that no one can believe something that cannot be tested by the five senses or by science.” (The belief itself cannot be so tested.)
• “All morality is relative to private taste, so you morally ought to be more tolerant of others.” (How can I have an objectively true moral duty to be tolerant if all duties are merely relative to private tastes?)
• “All attitudes and behaviors are caused by our genes, so we are not responsible for them and people ought to stop passing judgment on others, for example, on homosexuals.” (If all behavior is beyond judgmental evaluation because it is determined by things — genes — over which I have no control, then this should apply to homophobia, child molestation, and everything else, and not merely to someone’s favorite hobbyhorse like homosexual freedoms.)
What would you say about this statement: “There are no moral absolutes”? Is it self-refuting?8
Important Informal Fallacies
In addition to good principles of reasoning and argument, everyone should learn to spot certain informal fallacies of reasoning in his or her own communication as well as others’. Here are some of the most important informal fallacies.9
1. Appeal to pity. In an appeal to pity, the premises of an argument are logically irrelevant to the conclusion, but they are psychologically moving in such a way that the conclusion may seem to follow. In an appeal to pity, the arguer attempts to evoke pity from the reader or listener in support of a conclusion. For example, “If abortion is forbidden, then the rich will still be able to secure safe abortions, but the poor will either have back-alley abortions or keep producing children to draw more welfare.”10 Here an appeal is made to our sense of pity for the poor, heightened by our sense of disgust with the rich in contrast to the poor, and the conclusion reached is that abortion should be morally permissible. But the question of the moral permissibility of abortion is an issue of the moral status of the fetus, not a question of how we feel about the rich or poor in this context. Consider a parallel counterargument: “If handguns are not kept legal, then the poor either will have to use black-market, illegal guns that could misfire and be a danger to the shooter, or else stop stealing and remain poor while the rich will still be able to secure good handguns.” The fact that this argument is such a poor one shows the folly of using an appeal to pity.
2. Appeal to the people. In this fallacy, one argues that if you want to be accepted, included in the group, loved, or respected, then you should accept conclusion X as true. Here the arguer incites group emotions or the enthusiasm of the crowd, appeals to people’s vanity or snobbery, or challenges people to jump on the bandwagon to support a conclusion. For example, “Everyone who is really with it and modern in orientation recognizes that condoms ought to be distributed in the schools, so you should get with it and accept the same verdict.” Or, “Modern, cultured people are not so narrow to think that one religion is the absolute truth, so you Christians should stop claiming that Christ is the only way to God.” This type of argument is wielded widely among teenagers, and unfortunately, sermons sometimes employ this form of fallacious reasoning to “establish” what in fact may be a true conclusion. Remember, a fallacious argument may or may not have a true conclusion. Either way, such an argument fails to establish that conclusion properly.
3. Ad hominem argument. In this fallacy, one argues against an opponent’s position by attacking the other arguer and not the argument. For example, “Your argument against affirmative action could not possibly be a good one because you are a white male.” Here is another one: “Newt Gingrich has argued for lowering taxes. What a joke! Gingrich is just a rich Republican who could never understand what it means to have compassion on those less fortunate than he.” Again: “Why don’t pro-lifers adopt babies if they’re so concerned about abortion. Their position is nothing but hypocrisy! And men have no right to speak about abortion since they can’t get pregnant.” Sometimes it can be relevant to attack a person if the person’s character or credibility is relevant to the truth of his or her claims, for example, in evaluating the testimony of a witness in court. In such a case, no ad hominem fallacy is committed.
4. Genetic fallacy. This fallacy occurs when someone confuses the origin of an idea with the reasons for believing the idea and faults the idea because of where it came from (for example, because of who said it or how the idea first came to be believed) and not because of the adequacy of the grounds for the idea. For example, “The idea of God originated out of fear of the dark and a terror of death, so it is not reasonable to believe in God.” This is not how the idea of God originated, but even if it were, that fact would be utterly irrelevant in judging whether or not one ought to believe in God. Again: “You are a Christian and not a Buddhist because you were raised in a Christian country and your parents taught you to be a Christian. Therefore, there is no good reason to prefer Christianity to Buddhism.” The fallacy of this argument should be apparent. When we answer the question, “Why do you believe in x?” we need to keep separate a psychological or originating “why” from a rational “why.” A psychological or originating “why” is a request to give the motive for a belief or to state how you came to have the belief in question (“my parents taught it to me”). As interesting as these issues are, they must be kept distinct from the request to cite the reasons you have for thinking that some belief is true. Motives are one thing, rational grounds and evidence are another.
5. Straw man. This fallacy is committed when an arguer distorts an opponent’s position for the purpose of making it more easy to destroy, refutes the distorted position, and concludes that his opponent’s actual view is thereby demolished. For example, “All creationists think that the world began in 4004 BC, that Noah’s ark contained every single pair of species we see today, and that no evolutionary change has occurred, period. Moreover, the only reason creationists appeal to miracles is to cover their ignorance of scientific causes. They believe in a god-of-the-gaps. These ideas cannot withstand rational scrutiny, so creationism ought to be rejected.” This argument draws the conclusion that creationism in any form ought to be rejected by refuting claims that virtually no creationist would accept. Here is another example: “Everything needs a cause, God is a thing; therefore, God needs a cause.” This argument is a straw man because it ignores the nature or identity of God.
6. Red herring. This fallacy gets its name from a procedure for training dogs to follow a scent. A red herring would be dragged across the trail with the intent of leading the dog astray with its potent scent. Well-trained dogs do not follow red herrings but stick to the original scent. In logic, a red herring fallacy takes place when someone diverts the reader’s or listener’s attention by changing the subject to some different and irrelevant issue. The arguer finishes by either drawing a conclusion about this different issue or by simply presuming that a conclusion has been established.
Here is a common red herring: “Pro-choice is something all Americans should accept. Unfortunately, the religious right wants to invade our bedrooms and force their narrow-minded, mean-spirited views on others. Loosen up, religious right! You should learn to be more compassionate for those less fortunate than you!” The argument begins with a conclusion to be established, namely, that all Americans should be pro-choice. But the argument quickly gets off track and follows a red herring — it turns into an argument about the personality traits of those in the religious right and draws a conclusion about the people so characterized. What happened to the original issue? Along the way, the argument got off track and followed a red herring.
7. Begging the question. There are different versions of begging the question, but a major form of this fallacy occurs when a disputant uses his conclusion as one of the premises employed to establish that conclusion. The conclusion is simply asserted as one of the premises in the argument used to justify that conclusion. Often, this fallacy is concealed by stating the proposition in question one way when it is a premise and another way when it is the conclusion. For example: “Capital punishment is wrong because it is an example of doing something we have no business doing, namely, taking a person’s life.” Here the conclusion “Capital punishment is wrong” includes the term wrong. The premise used to argue for this conclusion is actually just a different way of stating the conclusion itself. This is masked, however, because the proposition uses “no business doing” when it is stated as a premise. It should be clear, however, that “no business doing” is just another way of saying “wrong.”
Here is another example: “I know the Bible is completely true and trustworthy because it is the Word of God and as the Word of God the Bible teaches the complete truthfulness of everything it asserts.” The conclusion (that the Bible is completely true and trustworthy) is correct, but the argument used to establish that conclusion begs the question. Can you think of a better argument for the conclusion that does not beg the question?11
SUMMARY
Much more could be said about the topics of this chapter than space has allowed. For example, there are more informal fallacies than I have listed above. But this chapter provides you with enough material to allow you to form some concrete goals and practices in developing a better Christian mind.
In part 1, we looked at why we modern evangelicals have lost the emphasis on the intellectual life characteristic of our ancestors and affirmed in the Bible. We also saw from Holy Scripture and from the way the mind works that developing a careful Christian mind is not an option for someone serious about Christian discipleship and mature human flourishing. In part 2, we looked at some suggestions for how one can actually go about developing a Christian mind. In part 3, we will turn to a different area of reflection. We will look at different aspects of a properly functioning Christian mind in the tasks of evangelism and building a case for Christianity.
PART THREE
WHAT A MATURE CHRISTIAN MIND LOOKS LIKE
CHAPTER SIX
EVANGELISM AND THE CHRISTIAN MIND
Syndicated columnist Thomas Sowell once wrote the following:
Many studies have shown how ignorant our high school and even college graduates are of basic knowledge that was once taken for granted. What is even more alarming is how lacking they are in the ability to think systematically. Such elementary things as defining terms and going step-by-step from evidence to conclusions have given way to emotional rhetoric and automatic responses to buzzwords and visions. As someone who has taught at several colleges, I am all too painfully aware of the erosion of thinking over the years. But even after leaving the classroom, I have continued to encounter the same mindlessness everywhere. For example, an environmentalist to whom I presented certain facts responded by saying, “But they are raping the planet!” “What specifically does that mean?” I asked. He was as speechless as someone who had just played the ace of trumps and was then told that that was not enough to win.1
Sowell’s point is a serious one that has dramatic implications for the way we Christians usually present the gospel to unbelievers. Because of the mindlessness of our culture, people do not persuade others of their views (religious or otherwise) on the basis of argument and reason, but rather, by expressing emotional rhetoric and politically correct buzzwords. Reason has given way to rhetoric, evidence to emotion, substance to slogan, the speech writer to the makeup man, and rational authority (the right to command compliance and to be believed) to social power (the ability to coerce compliance and outward conformance). The way we reach decisions today, the manner in which we dialogue about issues, and the political correctness we see all around us are dehumanizing expressions of the anti-intellectualism in modern society when it comes to broad worldview issues. Rhetoric without reason, persuasion without argument are manipulation. Might — it is wrongly believed — makes right.
When was the last time you saw or read in media coverage of the abortion controversy any attempt at all to clarify and state the crucial arguments offered by each side? Instead, a media already widely sympathetic with the pro-choice position continues to use rhetoric to “persuade” people to see abortion rights in favorable ways. One example of this is the constant use of the labels “pro-choice” and “anti-abortion.” Apart from the inaccuracy of these labels, pro-life advocates are not against abortion per se, but are for life, a fact that would be evident if an abortion technique were developed that saved the life of the child and allowed it to be put up for adoption. This media practice amounts to nothing less than subliminal propaganda that is swallowed all too easily by a nation of empty selves.
No movement, political, religious, or otherwise, can survive with dignity or flourish in a culture if it allows the following to arise:
• A culture where its viewpoint is considered irrational by a significant number of people and is not adequately represented among the intellectual leaders who shape the plausibility structure of that culture.
• A culture in which the movement itself enlists others to join, not primarily in terms of the importance of the ideas and the truth that defines that movement, but in terms of the satisfaction of felt needs for those who sign up.
• An atmosphere wherein the movement does not mobilize a growing number of its soldiers to be articulate advocates and defenders of its ideology who can engage in debate in the public square.
It saddens me to say that Sowell’s remarks, along with the observations just expressed, accurately describe many of the current approaches to evangelism employed by the evangelical community. I should know. One of my spiritual gifts is evangelism, and I have been involved in it for over forty years. I have trained thousands of people to communicate the gospel to others, and I have given evangelistic talks in most of the states in this country. I say this not to boast, but to assure you that I am no ivory tower academic (whatever that means). I am a practitioner. In the last quarter of a century I have seen a slow, steady erosion of apologetical reasoning and argument as part of the texture of our evangelism. Instead, evangelism is increasingly associated with the things Sowell bemoans: rhetoric, Christian buzzwords, and an overdone appeal to felt needs. In the very way we do evangelism, we have inadvertently let the world squeeze us into its mold.
One day I was in the Baltimore airport waiting to get on a plane to the Midwest. I overheard three women talking next to me. One woman was explaining to the others why she had left Catholicism and become a Baptist. Her “reasons” were that she liked the people, the music, and the feeling she got in the Baptist church, and she found the minister’s sermons interesting and pleasurable to hear. Now, these are all wonderful, but they do not justify changing one’s basic religious commitment. Conspicuous by its absence was one single reference to the woman’s attempt to compare Catholic and Baptist theology to see which was more likely to be true. Reason played the same role in this woman’s religious life that it did in the environmentalist’s commitment in Sowell’s article. If reason plays no practical role in such religious decisions as choosing a denomination or becoming a Christian in the first place, why should we expect it to inform subsequent decisions within the religious life?
Given the contemporary cultural climate, it is easier to get people to buy a product, join a movement, or accept a set of ideas if you use rhetoric, appeal to emotions and felt needs, and set aside a rational presentation of the topic at hand. But the short-term “successes” of such an approach can dull us to the long-term harm that will be done by taking this easy way out. As British sociologist and theologian Os Guinness has argued, the Devil will allow short-term success in evangelism and church growth if the means used to achieve it ultimately contribute to the marginalization of the church and her message.2 In this case, the church becomes her own gravedigger. By eschewing the role of reason in evangelism and substituting in its place an overemphasis on a simple gospel appeal directed at felt needs, short-term gains are to be expected in a culture of empty selves. But who can deny that while our numbers have grown, our impact has not been proportionate to our numbers?
There is too much at stake for this situation to continue. What is needed is a rethinking of the very nature of evangelism, more specifically, of the role of reasoning and argument in the way we do evangelism. In what follows, I will describe the role of reason in evangelism.
APOLOGETICS AND EVANGELISM
Evangelism and Apologetics
Apologetics is the primary form through which the Christian mind expresses itself in the task of evangelism. Apologetics comes from the Greek word apologeomai, whose root meaning is “to defend something.” Apologetics can be defined as “that New Testament ministry which seeks to provide rational grounds for believing Christianity in whole or in part and to respond to objections raised against Christianity in whole or in part.” So understood, apologetics is a ministry designed to help unbelievers overcome intellectual obstacles to conversion and believers remove doubts that hinder spiritual growth.
In chapter 2, we saw that there is a biblical basis for the use of the mind in doing apologetics. First Peter 3:15 commands us to be ready to give a reasoned defense to someone who asks us for a credible reason why we believe what we do. Jude 3 admonishes us to “contend earnestly” for the faith (NASB). “Contend earnestly” carries with it the idea of engaging in a contest, a struggle, a conflict, or a debate by the pious in the heroic struggle for religious truth, justice, and virtue. The term clearly includes the idea of an intellectual struggle, an idea also expressed by Paul when he said spiritual warfare involves “destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God,... taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5, NASB). Spiritual warfare is a struggle with persons, demonic and human, and the primary way persons influence other persons is through the ideas they get others to accept. Thus, intellectual tools and reasoning are an important part, though not the whole of spiritual warfare. The other primary components are spiritual preparedness, discernment, courage, and wisdom.
We see examples of apologetics everywhere in the Scriptures. In Acts, Paul argued, reasoned, presented evidence, and tried rationally to persuade others to become Christians (Acts 14:15-17; 17:2-4,16-31; 18:4; 19:8-9). He brought to center stage the truth and reasonableness of the gospel, not the fact that it addresses felt needs. Though both are important, there is a clear Pauline emphasis placed on the former. Jesus Christ Himself regularly engaged in logical debate and rational argument with false, destructive ideologies in His culture, and on several occasions He told people to believe in Him, not simply on the basis of His words, but because of the evidence of His miracles.
In this way, Jesus and Paul were continuing a style of persuasion peppered throughout the Old Testament prophets. Regularly, the prophets appealed to evidence to justify belief in the biblical God or in the divine authority of their inspired message: fulfilled prophecy, the historical fact of miracles, the inadequacy of finite pagan deities to be a cause of such a large, well-ordered universe compared to the God of the Bible, and so forth. They did not say, “God said it, that settles it, you should believe it!” They provided a rational defense for their claims.
It is sometimes said that Genesis does not try to “prove” the existence of God, it merely assumes it. But this is inaccurate. True, Genesis does not argue against atheism because atheism was not a major ideology among the pagan nations surrounding Moses and Israel. But those nations did believe in fickle, finite, immoral deities. In fact, a widespread pagan belief was the idea that each spring the gods copulated, their seed fell to the ground, and that was why crops sprouted and grew each year. Based on that belief, yearly pagan rituals included frenzied orgies to induce the gods to copulate and insure a new season of crops. Genesis takes this view to task and presents a testable claim: The God of Israel delegated to living things the intrinsic power to reproduce after their own kinds, an odd and foreign idea to the nations of the ancient Mideast. But this claim carried with it a test. If the pagans ceased their orgies, then no crops would grow if their views were correct and the gods needed inducement to copulate. But if the biblical view were correct, crops would continue to arise.
The General Value of Apologetics
I am not suggesting that the only thing in Scripture relevant to evangelism is rational argument and apologetics. However, I am suggesting that apologetics is an absolutely essential ingredient to biblical evangelism. And it is easy to see why. An emphasis on reasoning in evangelism makes the truthfulness of the gospel the main issue, not the self-interested “fulfillment” of the listener. Felt needs are important, but if they are made the issue, Christianity will be seen as just another means of helping the convert overcome his problems, along with his therapist and workout routine. Let me repeat — there is a place for a simple gospel presentation and for addressing people’s felt needs in our evangelistic strategy. But these should never be the tail that wags the dog, at least not if our evangelism is to express biblical teaching and common sense. If the truth of a message is important, apologetical reasoning will be a crucial part of evangelism because it places the emphasis where it should be — on the truth of the message.
None of this means you must have a PhD before you can share the faith with an unbeliever. In the Gospels, people touched by Jesus bore testimony to Him immediately without training. But these gospel examples are not there to teach us how to do evangelism — the book of Acts does that. They’re there to show that all manner of people were coming to faith in Jesus and to provide testimony about who Jesus was. Clearly, a new Christian should witness for Christ as opportunity presents itself, irrespective of the amount of training acquired. But it does not follow that a maturing Christian, five, ten, or twenty years old in the Lord, should still be unskilled in reasoning on behalf of the gospel.
Will this approach to evangelism take work? You bet it will. We’ll have to do a lot of reading, studying, and thinking. But if someone can spend several hours a day learning to swing a golf club, at least the same effort would not be inappropriate for someone who wants to be a more effective witness for Christ.
A life of study and intellectual growth enhances one’s effectiveness in personal evangelism in many ways. Many times we want to communicate the gospel to friends, coworkers, or relatives. But this can create tension and a certain unnaturalness when we are with them, because we feel pressured to find some seam in the conversation from which we can artificially redirect the discussion to our testimony or something of the sort. If a person has a secular/sacred dichotomy in his life due to a lack of a carefully thought-out, integrated Christian worldview, then the gospel will have to be forced into an otherwise secular discussion. But if a person has developed a Christian mind, she can relax because she has an understanding of and a Christian view about a number of “secular” topics. In such a situation, it would be hard to have a normal conversation without Christianity coming up naturally and in a way relevant to the topic of discussion. Moreover, a well-developed mind can see connections between what a friend is saying and other issues of which the friend may not be aware. For example, a friend may be espousing moral relativism yet inconsistently hold that we all have an absolute duty to save the environment. If a person sees the connections, she can simply ask well-placed questions that naturally lead to a discussion of broader worldview issues, including God and our relationship to Him. In such a case, the pressure is off because a person has the intellectual categories necessary to make natural connections between Christianity and a host of regular conversation topics. There is no need to try to find a crack in the discussion to insert a gospel presentation utterly unrelated to the flow of conversation. What a joyful fruit of the intellectual life this is!
Apologetics and Children
Two hundred years ago, the great spiritual master and Christian activist William Wilberforce (1759–1833) wrote a book about the nature of real Christianity and authentic spiritual growth. In a modern book about the spiritual life, especially the cultivation of spirituality in children, I doubt that the first issue addressed would be apologetics! But this is precisely what was at the forefront of Wilberforce’s mind. His statement is so powerful, I will cite it in full:
In an age in which infidelity abounds, do we observe them [parents] carefully instructing their children in the principles of faith which they profess? Or do they furnish their children with arguments for the defense of that faith? They would blush on their child’s birth to think him inadequate in any branch of knowledge or any skill pertaining to his station in life. He cultivates these skills with becoming diligence. But he is left to collect his religion as he may. The study of Christianity has formed no part of his education. His attachment to it — where any attachment to it exists at all — is too often not the preference of sober reason and conviction. Instead his attachment to Christianity is merely the result of early and groundless possession. He was born in a Christian country, so of course he is a Christian. His father was a member of the Church of England, so that is why he is, too. When religion is handed down among us by hereditary succession, it is not surprising to find youth of sense and spirit beginning to question the truth of the system in which they were brought up. And it is not surprising to see them abandon a position which they are unable to defend. Knowing Christianity chiefly by its difficulties and the impossibilities falsely imputed to it, they fall perhaps into the company of unbelievers.3
Having witnessed hundreds of evangelical children hit the college campus, I can attest to the fact that we need to follow Wilberforce’s advice and start early in teaching them the reasons for their faith. Make no mistake about it. Young children can ask profound intellectual questions about God and religion. And if we do not take them seriously and work to provide them with good answers, it will impact the vibrancy of their Christian commitment sooner or later.
I received a phone call from a woman in our neighborhood I’ll call Beth. Beth has a son in high school who is a friend of my youngest teenage daughter, Allison. Beth became a Christian five years ago, and her son is a believer too. Unknown to me, a friend of Beth’s had recommended she read an apologetic book I wrote years ago titled Scaling the Secular City. Yesterday, someone told Beth that Allison’s father was the author of the book. She called me to ask some apologetical questions.
The conversation was quite interesting. She opened up on the phone about a frustration and a fear. The frustration was that she still had a large number of non-Christian friends and relatives who regularly asked her hard questions about her faith that she was not able to answer. She felt fear because the spiritual life of her son, like most teenagers, was something she could not take for granted, and her son regularly asked her questions about Christianity that she could not address. She feared not only for her son’s spiritual growth but also that he would not respect her own dedication to Christ if she did not take hard questions seriously enough to find out answers. Her son had pointed out that because she had time to do a number of hobbies, watch television, and so on, if getting good answers to certain questions mattered to her, she would have gotten them by now. He concluded that her faith must not matter that much to her because she had not taken the time to wrestle with issues that might show that her faith was false. I encouraged her to continue growing and to be intentional about making progress in learning apologetical answers to various questions. My experience leads me to believe that Beth’s situation is not unique.
Beth’s call reminded me that it is important to develop our Christian minds by learning why we believe what we believe. This is an important aspect of our spiritual lives. As we grow in our apologetical knowledge and skills, our faith becomes more steady, powerful, and confident. We also grow in our courage and boldness as witnesses for Jesus Christ. And we learn to be attractive, nondefensive ambassadors for Christ who are prepared to give an answer to someone who asks us what we believe and why.
This chapter has demonstrated the importance of the transformation of our minds toward Christlikeness as it relates to evangelism. An important foundation for evangelism is the ability to answer questions, much like Beth’s need just mentioned. In the next three chapters, we will examine the use of the mind in developing a rationally persuasive case for Christianity.
CHAPTER SEVEN
THE QUESTION OF GOD (PART I)
Christians believe two things: (1) That God really exists, has a certain nature, and has a set of ideas about various things that He has disclosed to us. (2) That the things claimed in the first premise can be known to be true and need not be accepted by a blind, arbitrary act of privatized faith exercised by weak people who need such a crutch. It should go without saying that within the span of a single volume, it would be impossible to adequately defend these claims. So I won’t try. However, what I will do is talk my way through considerations that have been central and persuasive in my own journey in the hopes that you will find something of value for your own pilgrimage. And I will provide footnotes that can guide you into fuller, more sophisticated treatments of these themes in case you wish to pursue these matters further. Part of loving God with all of your mind is being able to defend your views about God, and the next three chapters will lay out one way of doing that.
GETTING STARTED
So, how should you approach this topic of defending your faith? How does one search for God, anyway? Let me, first, tell you how not to do it. You don’t want to look for something that works for you or helps you irrespective of whether or not it’s true. To see why, recall the case in chapter 4 of a fictitious figure we called Wonmug.
Wonmug was a hopelessly dumb physics student attending a large Western university. He failed all of his first semester classes, his math skills were around a fifth-grade level, and he had no aptitude for science. However, one day all the physics students and professors at his college decided to spoof Wonmug by making him erroneously think he was the best physics student at the university. When he asked a question in class, students and professors alike would marvel out loud at the profundity of the question. Graders gave him perfect scores on all his assignments, when in reality he deserved an F. Eventually, Wonmug graduated and went on for his PhD. The professors at his university sent a letter to all the physicists in the world and included them in the spoof. Wonmug received his degree, took a prestigious chair of physics, regularly went to Europe to deliver papers at major science conferences, and was often featured in Time and Newsweek. Wonmug’s life was pregnant with feelings of respect, accomplishment, expertise, and happiness. Unfortunately, he still knew absolutely no physics. Everyone hated and disrespected Wonmug and mocked him behind his back. In short, he was a dunce.
Do you envy Wonmug? Would you wish such a life for your children? Of course not. Why? Because his sense of well-being was built on a false, misinformed worldview placebo. If you approach the question of God in this manner — with no regard for truth, guided only by what you will get out of it — you are trivializing your life and should be pitied just like Wonmug. And it would be naive to think that if you are an atheist, agnostic, or mildly irreligious person, you have somehow escaped the Wonmug problem. I would like you to consider the fact that if you satisfy one of these descriptors, you may well have chosen your view of God — perhaps unconsciously — precisely because your view “works” for you; it allows you to live the lifestyle you currently exhibit without threat of being wrong.
Now, if truth is going to be our concern, we immediately confront a problem. While some of the surface principles and moral rules of various religions may be similar, when it comes to their deeper aspects — what is real, what God, the self, the afterlife are like, what the purpose of life is — there are contradictions among them. Atheists and conservative Buddhists deny there is a God, popular Hinduism says there are millions of Gods, Islam says the greatest source of infidelity is to believe Jesus is God, yet that is precisely what Christians claim. These diverse viewpoints contradict each other and cannot all be correct.
To see this, consider an illustration I used while speaking at a fraternity house at the University of Massachusetts. Though I had never met them before, I asked three young men to describe my mother. Here’s what resulted: she’s 5’2” tall, has blond hair, and weighs 105 pounds; she’s 5’4” tall, has brown hair, and weighs 125 pounds; she’s 5’7” tall, has black hair, and weighs 140 pounds. I pointed out two things to the young men in attendance. First, they couldn’t all be right. My mother could not simultaneously satisfy all three descriptions. Second, sincerity is not enough. For example, the first young man could sincerely believe he was correct and, in fact, persuade a million people he was correct, but if my mother did not satisfy his description, then he and all his followers were wrong.
A good way to think about the diversity of religions is in terms of a maze. The most famous maze in the world is located in the gardens of Hampton Court near London. The maze, consisting of eight-foot hedges, was planted in 1702. It covers a third of an acre and its winding paths are over a half mile long. When entering the maze you immediately face a dilemma — which path should I take? The goal is to reach the center of the maze, but which path will take you there? Some routes quickly lead to a dead end while others take you deep into the maze only to eventually fail. Some paths run parallel to each other for long periods of time only to have one hit a wall while the other continues. The challenge is to find the one path that leads you to the final destination — the center.
There are several reasons why this analogy is a good one. First, the maze analogy places a value on exploration and self-discovery. The only way to assess the effectiveness of a route is to consider where it takes you. Does the route lead you to a dead end or take you to the center? If you are to be a serious seeker of God, you need to carefully assess the different routes endorsed by competing religions. What deficiencies found in a route will cause you to abandon this route and look for another?
Second, viewing religions as a maze with multiple routes heading in different directions acknowledges the wildly contradictory views of the religions we’ve just considered. In a maze participants are confronted with choices that will send them in completely different directions. Heading into the maze, the participant accepts the challenge of finding the one path that will lead him or her to the center.
Third, as in any maze some routes will at times head in the same direction or run parallel to each other. The Muslim, Jewish, and Christian routes run parallel to each other in their belief that God is one (monotheistic). Hinduism and Buddhism run parallel to each other in their belief of the laws of karma and reincarnation. The maze analogy lets travelers acknowledge similarities as paths head in the same direction even though only one will ultimately arrive at the center.
I don’t want to press the point further except to say one thing. Given such diversity of religious worldviews (including atheism or agnosticism), you are going to have to find a way to increase your chances of arriving at the truth of the matter. In the last forty years, I have watched literally thousands of people navigate this issue in the wrong way. And before I give you my take on the correct way to seek God, I owe it to you to warn you about this often-taken, mistaken pathway.
The approach I have in mind is a smorgasbord approach. Here one places all the various religions before him, picks and chooses a little from each, and formulates his or her own picture of God as a collage. It should be obvious why this approach virtually guarantees failure. When people seek God in this way, they always end up with a picture of God that looks strangely like the person who went looking for Him! If one is a liberal Democrat, a conservative Republican, or lives in Kansas City, then God will turn out to be a big Ted Kennedy in the sky, a Rush Limbaugh figure, or a Chiefs fan, respectively! No, this approach is really nothing but a projection of one’s own likes and dislikes onto reality in order to feel safe without having to change.
Let me remind you that you don’t want to make a mistake in the view of God you eventually embrace. Here’s why. The other day our yardman mistakenly pulled a flower he mistook for a weed. It was no big deal. We bought a new flower, planted it as a replacement, and informed the yardman about the situation. Contrast this incident with someone who desperately needs brain surgery and, upon meeting a brain surgeon to schedule the operation, hears the surgeon say, “Of course I will do the operation for you. By the way, isn’t the brain located right near the navel area?” If this ever happens to you, it would be time to find another doctor! Here’s the lesson: The more important the issue, the greater the damage done by holding to a false belief. One’s view of God is more like brain surgery than flowers and weeds. I labored in chapters 1 and 2 to convince you that the question of God is momentous.
So, where does that leave us? I suggest that the only approach to seeking God worthy of the decisive nature of the quest and adequate to be done with integrity is one in which you are guided by your mind. You must think hard, carefully, and as nondefensively as you can. You must look for and at the evidence, weigh it along with alternative explanations, and make the most reasonable decision you can. In short, this issue should lie at the foundation of your rational life plan.
FACTS, EXPLANATIONS, AND PROOF
Is it possible to prove there is a God? In my view, this is the wrong question because the notion of “proof” sets such a high standard that it invites one to imagine a situation in which one’s intellectual opponents have to get on their knees after you present your case to them and admit that they are completely wrong, with no possibility that your position could be mistaken. This sort of proof is so rare that it is almost impossible to think of an example that satisfies it. About all I can come up with is proof in logic and math. For example, one might say he can prove that y = 8, given that x = 5 and y = 3x-7. But even here, there will be dissenters. I had a professor in my doctoral program at the University of Southern California who did not believe the simple statements of arithmetic (for example, 1+1=2) were true. According to him they were useful fictions. I disagree with him, but my point is that “proof” in the sense described above is hard to come by.
Besides, we all know many things that fail to live up to the “proof” standard, for which we have more than adequate grounds and about which we may have doubts, unresolved questions, and be willing to admit that it is possible we are mistaken. I know I had coffee this morning, that 1+1=2, that kindness is a virtue, that my wife is a person, that I am feeling pain in my ankle, that the banana on the table is yellow, and a host of other things. Yet each of these claims has its critics. I can’t “prove” any of them, but I know them nonetheless.
There’s a better way to approach the question of the existence of God, and it is one that is successfully practiced in science, history, law, philosophy, and other areas. I shall call it “A Cumulative Case Inference to the Best Explanation.” This intellectual strategy has two characteristics. First, at the name suggests, it involves an “inference to the best explanation.” This occurs when we identify a range of data to be explained, formulate a pool of possible explanations, and judge that one is the best among that pool. When this happens, the data provide evidence that the explanation is true. For example, if we observe lightning, static electricity, and so forth, then if we postulate that there are such things as electrons with certain characteristics (a certain charge and mass), we are entitled to believe in electrons if they provide the best explanation of the data. Similarly, if a range of data is surfaced in a jury trial, and the best explanation is that the defendant committed the crime in a certain way, then we are entitled to believe that this is so. In what follows, I will identify a range of factual data that find their best explanation by far, if there is a single, personal God.
Second, this intellectual strategy involves a cumulative case. This occurs when several independent strands of evidence support the same conclusion. In this case, it could easily happen that no single piece of evidence warrants accepting the conclusion, but, nevertheless, one still ought to believe the conclusion in light of the combined weight of all the evidence taken together. This regularly happens in a trial, in historical explanations, and in science. In what follows, I will offer a range of factual data that, taken together, provide sufficient grounds for believing in God. I believe some of these data are sufficient by themselves to warrant belief in God. But all I am asking of you is that you take the cumulative evidence into account as you reflect on the issues to follow.
THE EXISTENCE OF THE UNIVERSE
In quiet moments, I suspect you have taken a walk at night, gazed up into the starry heavens, and felt a strong inclination to believe that all of this had to have a cause. My parents were blue-collar workers who never finished high school, but this line of thinking seemed so evident to them that it passed as common sense. And I think they were correct. Here is a way of putting this thought into an argument:1
The defender of the argument tries to establish one horn of each dilemma and, thus, to argue for these three premises:
1. The universe had a beginning.
2. The beginning of the universe was caused.
3. The cause of the beginning of the universe was personal.
Let us look briefly at each premise, starting with 1.
Premise 1: The universe had a beginning.
These days it is beyond reasonable doubt that the universe began to exist. By “universe” I just mean the world of objects that exist in space and time: space, time, and matter make up the universe. You may think of the universe in this way: Take any arbitrary volume of space and everything that exists within that volume. Now, add up all these volumes until you have taken into account all the space that exists and all the objects within the space. Finally, factor in the passage of time that has taken place since the beginning, and you have the universe.
The fact that the universe had a beginning has received overwhelming philosophical and scientific support in recent years. One important philosophical argument for premise (1) involves the impossibility of crossing or traversing an actual infinite number of events one at a time. It is impossible to cross an actual infinite. For example, if a person started counting 1, 2, 3, … then he or she could count forever and never reach a time when an actual infinite amount of numbers had been counted. This is due to the nature of infinity — it is infinitely larger than any finite number. The series of numbers counted could increase forever without limit but it would always be finite. Trying to count to infinity is like attempting to jump out of a pit with infinitely tall walls — walls that literally go forever without top edges to them. No matter how far one counted, no meaningful progress would be made because there would always be an infinite number of items left to count.
Now, suppose we represent the events in the history of the universe as follows:
The present moment is marked “zero” and each moment in the past (for example, yesterday, 1500 BC) are points on the line. If the universe never had a beginning, then there is no end on the left side of the line. Rather, it extends infinitely far into the past. If the universe had no beginning, then the number of events crossed to reach the present moment would be actually infinite. It would be like counting to zero from negative infinity. But since one cannot cross an actual infinite (regardless of whether you count to positive infinity from zero or to zero from negative infinity), then the present moment could never have arrived if the universe had no beginning. This means that since the present is real, it was only preceded by a finite past and there was a beginning or first event!
One important objection has been raised against this argument.2 According to some critics, the argument assumes what it is trying to prove, namely a beginning. They claim that the argument pictures a beginningless universe as a universe with a beginning time, T, infinitely far away, from which the present moment must be reached. But, they claim, a beginningless universe has no beginning, not one infinitely far away. These critics go on to assert that if one begins with the present and runs through the past one event at a time (for example, yesterday, day before yesterday, etc.), then one will never come to an event from which the present is unreachable.
Unfortunately, this criticism represents a gross misunderstanding of the argument. It does not assume a beginning time infinitely far from the present. It is precisely the lack of such a beginning that causes most of the problems. If there were no beginning, then coming to the present moment would require crossing an actual infinite number of events — analogous to counting to zero from negative infinity — and such a cross is impossible, as was pointed out above.
Further, coming to the present moment by crossing an infinite past would be a journey that could not even get started. Counting to positive infinity from zero can at least begin, even if it cannot be completed. Counting to zero from negative infinity cannot be completed or started. Such a task is like trying to jump out of an infinitely tall bottomless pit! The whole idea of getting a foothold in the series in order to make progress is unintelligible. Take any specifiable event in the past. In order to reach that event, one would already have to traverse an actual infinite, and the problem is perfectly iterative — it applies to each point in the past.
Critics of the argument go wrong in picturing a beginningless universe as an indefinite, unspecified past, not an infinite one. They invite us to start at the present, work through the past mentally by forming a growing series of events as one works backward, and try to specify a point you could reach that is unreachable from the present! But that is not the correct picture. If we count backward a day at a time, the problem will not be in trying to reach the present from the day we have counted (say we count back 50 million years, stop momentarily, and ask if the present is reachable from that moment). The problem will reside in the fact that for each point (for example, the moment that was realized 50 million years ago) we count, that point is no better off than the present moment — it could not have happened either if the universe was beginningless, because it would require crossing an actual infinite to reach it, just as the present moment requires.
There is, then, a good philosophical argument for the fact that the universe had a beginning (premise 1). But premise 1 can be given scientific support from at least two sources: the big bang theory and the second law of thermodynamics. Regarding the big bang theory, it is currently the most reasonable and widely respected view, and it confirms the fact that the space-time physical universe had a beginning. Scientists have discovered evidence that the galaxies are accelerating away from each other. You can picture this by imagining a balloon with dots drawn on it. Each dot represents a single galaxy. Now, as the balloon is blown up, its surface expands and stretches and the dots travel away from each other. This is exactly what is going on in our universe. Now, if one reverses time and extrapolates backward, you reach a point at which time, space, and matter spring into existence at an initial creation event. A few years ago, my wife and I entered a room about the cosmos at a science museum in Denver. One exhibit stated firmly and without qualification that the big bang theory implies an absolute beginning to our universe. So this implication should not be controversial.
Regarding the second law of thermodynamics and its applicability to the question of a beginning of the universe, an argument can be developed along the following lines: The second law states that the universe is irreversibly running out of its useful energy (called “entropy,” that is, the amount of disorder in the universe or, alternatively, energy available to do work in the universe), and since it hasn’t reached an equilibrium state yet, it must have had a finite past. Why? If the universe had already existed throughout an actually infinite past, then it would have reached an equilibrium state an infinite number of days ago, but it obviously has not done so.
Think of it this way. Suppose you woke up in a room so tightly sealed that there was nothing whatsoever, including matter or energy, that could enter or escape the room. Now, suppose you found a warm cup of coffee and a burning candle. You would know that the room was not beginningless, that is, that it had not been built and sealed an infinite number of years ago. If fact, you would know that the room could not have been built and sealed more than, say, an hour ago. Why? Because had it been longer, all the warm, burning objects would have run out of energy and the entire room would be a uniform temperature (equilibrium).
A few years ago, Time magazine featured a story about how the universe will end.3 The bottom line is that a day will come when the universe’s temperature will be at absolute zero (-273° Centigrade), there will be no local pockets of heat or light (for example, the sun), and the objects in the universe will be motionless and disintegrated into infinitesimally small, motionless fragments. Since this has not happened yet, the universe could not be infinitely old, or else this state would have already been reached an infinite number of days ago.
Premise 2: The kalam cosmological argument (the beginning of the universe was caused).
The principle that every event has a cause is quite reasonable. While we may not always know the cause for some event, it seems reasonable to always believe that a given event has a cause. In favor of this principle is, arguably, our entire, uniform experience. We simply find the world to be such that events don’t pop into existence without causes.
Some argue that certain quantum events (for example, the exact time a specific atom of uranium decays into lead; the exact location where an electron hits a wall after being shot from an electron gun through a tiny slit) do not have causes. But in light of the reasonableness of the causal principle, it seems best to say that we do not know what the causes are for some of these events, rather than conclude that there are no causes. Both of these positions — there are causes for quantum events currently unknown to us versus there are no causes for quantum events — are equally compatible with observations (try to think of an observation consistent with one view and not with the other), and the former harmonizes with and preserves a principle for which there is tremendous, empirical evidence.
But even if we grant that quantum events do not, in fact, have causes, it would not affect premise 2. Here’s why. Quantum events involve transitions from one state to another regarding things that already exist (electrons, atoms of uranium). But premise 2 of our argument involves the absolute coming-into-existence of something from nothing. So premise 2 does not really rest on the principle “Every event have a cause,” but on the much more stringent principle “Every event in which something comes into existence from nothing has a cause.”
Things don’t just pop into existence from nothing with no cause. It is metaphysically absurd to think such a thing could happen. Remember, nothing is just that — nothing at all. A quantum vacuum, quantum ghost particles, or any other entity is something that actually exists, has certain characteristics that can be described, and so on. But nothingness is the absence of anything whatsoever. It is hardly a candidate for generating a universe!
Besides, if something could just pop into existence out of nothing without a cause, then there would be no reason why it would be a whole universe, a dog, a bucket of sand, a tomato, or anything else. Here’s why. Coming into existence is not a process like walking into a room. When you walk into a room, you begin completely out of the room, then you are 10 percent in the room, 20 percent, and so on until you are completely in the room. Coming into existence isn’t like that. It’s not as though something starts out completely nonexistent, then it becomes 10 percent real and 90 percent unreal, then 50/50, and so on. Something either does or does not exist. Coming into existence from nothing is an instantaneous occurrence.
This means that coming into existence from nothing cannot be governed by the laws of nature. The laws of nature can govern only changes/transitions in things that already exist. If something pops into existence from nothing, then, there would be no reason why one thing rather than any other thing whatsoever came into existence as it did. Laws of nature do not apply. In fact, if you think about it, since we are imagining something popping into existence from absolute nothingness, then it would literally be nothing at all that could, in principle, be responsible for why such and such as opposed to thus and so came to be. This shows how bizarre the idea is.
Some may also object that if we hold that all events in which something comes to be need causes, then what caused God? But we can consistently hold that all such events need causes and that God does not need a cause because God is not an event. Furthermore, the question “What or who made God?” is a pointless category fallacy, like the question “What color is the note C?” The question “What made x?” can only be asked of x’s that are by definition, makeable. But God, if He exists at all, is a necessary being (a being which, if it exists, couldn’t be such that it did not exist; the self-existent, uncreated Creator of all else who simply exists in and of Himself, period). This definition is what theists mean by “God” even if it turns out that no God exists. Atheists and theists typically agree about the definition of what God would be if He exists. They differ over whether or not anything exists that satisfies that definition. Now, if that is what “God” means, then the question “What made God?” turns out to be “What made an entity, God, who is by definition, unmakeable?”
It’s important to bear in mind that my response does not presuppose that God actually exists; only that we have a certain concept of God that we are discussing. Suppose someone asked, “How big are the scales on a unicorn?” It would be appropriate to respond that the question is a pointless category fallacy. Why? Because the concept of a unicorn is about one-horned horses, and even if they do exist, given the concept, unicorns aren’t the sorts of things that have scales. Fish do, but unicorns don’t. In the same way, “Who made God?” is just a confusion.
But there’s one more thing to be said here. The concept of God as a necessary being who is the self-existent, uncaused — indeed, uncauseable — Creator of everything else is far from arbitrary. To see why, we must take a brief look at something called a vicious infinite regress. Such a regress takes place when an analysis of something contains a covert appeal to the very thing being analyzed. A vicious infinite regress occurs because the analysis does not solve anything, but merely postpones a solution. No advance has been made. It is like a man without funds who writes checks from an empty account to cover his debts, and so on, forever.
Consider a chain of people borrowing an iPod. Whether or not the chain is vicious depends on one’s analysis of the correct description of people at each stage in the chain. Suppose a goes to b to borrow an iPod and b complies, claiming to have just what a needs. If asked how b has an iPod to loan, he claims to have borrowed it from c who, having already borrowed one from d, has one to give to b. Allegedly, at each stage in the chain, the relevant person can be described as “a possessor of an iPod who can loan it to another.” Thus, it could be alleged, the regress is not vicious: everyone will end up with an iPod.
But it is incomplete to describe each person as “a possessor of an iPod who can loan it to another.” Rather, each person is “a possessor of an iPod who first had to borrow it from another in order to be able to loan it to another.” At each stage, the person qua lender is such only because he is also a borrower. Thus, given the nature of the series, each stage cannot be adequately described without reference to the earlier stage. Because each member is a borrowing lender, no one will ever get an iPod unless the regress stops with someone who differs from all the other members of the series in being a lender who just has an iPod without having to borrow it. What we need is someone who just has an iPod, period.
Similarly, if x exists because it was made by y, and y exists because it was made by z, and so on, then at each state, the object is “a possessor of existence who first had to receive existence from something else in order to be able to give it to another.” It is clear that this series cannot go on like this forever or else nothing would exist. Like the iPod series, this regress must stop with something that just exists, period — a necessary being, one that exists in itself without having to borrow existence from something else. It is clear that such a being cannot be any physical object or, indeed, the universe itself, since it did, in fact, come into existence. Something supernatural is the only appropriate candidate for the first being.
Premise 3: The cause of the beginning of the universe was personal.
Whatever created the first event existed in an immaterial, timeless, changeless, immutable, spaceless state of affairs (all time, matter, change, and space resulted from the first event). How can an effect (the first event) be produced by such a state of affairs as its cause?
The world gives us examples of two basic types of efficient causes (the means that produce an effect). The first kind is the one that governs the behavior of physical or natural causal relationships and is the focus of science. It is called event-event causation. In general, this sort of causation involves one event (the cause) producing another event (the effect) in accordance with the laws of nature. An example is a brick breaking a glass or a ball hitting and moving another one.
Consider the brick and glass. Strictly speaking, the cause is not the brick, but rather a state or event realized in the brick, namely, the moving-of-the-brick (of course, hitting the glass, which is itself an event). The effect is the breaking-of-the-glass. The following are true of all examples of state-state causation: the cause is an event, the cause exists earlier than and simultaneous with the effect, and the transfer of power from the cause to the effect is a change requiring time.
It should be clear that the first event could not be produced by such a causal mechanism because the first event must be caused by something timeless, changeless, and which can spontaneously and immediately produce the first event. Event causal sequences presuppose time; thus, such a causal relation cannot itself account for the beginning of time and the coming-to-be of the first event itself. I should say that this is why science will never, in principle, be able to explain the first event. Science cannot start explaining things without there already being objects, space, and time. The laws of nature govern changes in things that exist in space and time. Thus, science cannot explain the existence of the very thing that must already exist before science can start explaining things to begin with!
There is a second type of efficient cause called agent causation. This type of causation occurs when a conscious person acts, say when I raise my arm or speak. The cause is a substance or thing (a self), not a temporally prior event or state inside a thing, and the effect (the raising of the arm) is produced immediately, directly, and spontaneously as the conscious self simply exercises and actualizes its causal powers to raise its arm. This type of causal relationship does not require an earlier temporal event to be the cause of an effect that exists a moment later, and thus, it is a good model for how a first event could have been generated. It follows, then, that the most reasonable explanation for the beginning of the universe is that it was the result of a free act of will by an immaterial, conscious agent who can exist outside of space and time. In closing, I must say that the arguments of this and subsequent chapters are not merely intellectual exercises for me, and they should not be such for you. In my view, they are powerful, persuasive reasons for believing in a personal God. Well-known scientist Robert Jastrow mused about these and additional arguments to be mentioned in the next chapter. According to Jastrow, these arguments, especially the scientific aspects to them, have surged in prominence in the last sixty years or so. But for millennia, said Jastrow, people have known the truth of the statement “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” Jastrow goes on to comment wryly that the discovery of theistic friendly evidence in the last sixty years has been a bad dream for the agnostic or atheistic scientist: “He has scaled the mountains of ignorance; he is about to conquer the highest peak; as he pulls himself over the final rock, he is greeted by a band of theologians who have been sitting there for centuries.”4
CHAPTER EIGHT
THE QUESTION OF GOD (PART II)
Since the mid-1950s, the philosopher Antony Flew was the most influential, intellectually sophisticated defender of atheism in Western culture. He exercised a magisterial role in debates about God’s existence for a half a century. But in 2004, Flew shocked the world by announcing that he had changed sides. From 2004 until his death in 2010, Flew became an ardent defender of belief in God.1 As if this weren’t newsworthy enough, his reasons for changing are important and deeply relevant to the conversation you and I are having. According to Flew, he had no particular interest in God, worship, and that sort of thing, nor did he have concerns about the afterlife. His change had absolutely nothing to do with wanting God to exist. Rather, his change resulted from following the evidence wherever it led, and his conversion was an intellectual one. Flew went so far as to say that if the arguments and evidence for God had been known fifty years ago, he and other prominent atheists of the twentieth century would have become believers decades ago.
Flew’s change of mind is not an isolated incident. For at least twenty-five years there has been an explosion of intellectual activity on behalf of theism, particularly Christian theism, and more and more scholars have converted to or become more outspoken about Christian theism. The last chapter featured some of the evidence that was persuasive to Flew and others. In this chapter, I will discuss two additional lines of evidence that have likewise been significant.
DESIGN
Human eyes are composed of more than two million working parts and can, under the right conditions, discern the light of a candle at a distance of fourteen miles. The human ear can discriminate among some 400,000 different sounds within a span of about ten octaves and can make the subtle distinction between music played by a violin or viola. The human heart pumps roughly one million barrels of blood during a normal lifetime, which would fill more than three super tankers. The eye bears a striking analogy to a telescope:
• The eye was made for vision; the telescope for assisting it.
• Both utilize a sophisticated lens to achieve its function and purpose.
• Both reflect and manipulate light.
Both are able to bring an object into proper focus. The muscles surrounding the soft lens of the eye move to bring objects into focus, while a telescope uses dials to move the lens. What are we to make of these facts? These and myriads of additional facts confirm what is obvious — we are the handiwork of a wise Designer. In fact, the evidence for God from design is most likely the most popular argument for God. I find at least four different sorts of evidence to be particularly powerful for justifying belief in God. Before I describe them, however, I should say a word about the basic structure of the design argument, which, as it turns out, is pretty commonsensical.
Each day we all try to explain the things that happen around us: Why did the water freeze? Why is it raining today? Why is the car parked on the street and not in the driveway? Why is the water boiling now? In these cases, we use two different forms of explanation: natural law and personal explanations. In a natural law explanation, we cite a law of nature and physical conditions. The water froze because water freezes at 32 degrees (the law) and it was 25 degrees last night (physical conditions). When the air reaches a certain saturation point it rains (law), and it is above that point today (conditions). By contrast, we often use a personal explanation to explain things. In this case, we cite the ability of a person to do something; his motives, intentions, and so forth; and the means he used to carry out his purpose. The car is in the street because Joe is able to drive (by contrast with Sammy the family’s five-year-old), he wanted to play basketball last night, so he moved the car in order to clear out the driveway.
The design argument goes like this: Certain facts about the world cannot be adequately explained by impersonal causes, conditions, and laws of nature. But they can be adequately explained by a personal explanation. There is no reason to treat these facts about the world as unexplainable brute facts. It is better to use a form of explanation — personal explanation — to explain them. Moreover, some of these facts have characteristics that clearly indicate and only come from intelligent agents. So the intelligent action of a Designing Person is the best explanation for these facts.
The first type of evidence that impresses me greatly is the ubiquitous existence of stunning, gratuitous beauty. According to Christianity, the world is not the way it was intended to be. More specifically, death, disease, suffering, and other forms of evil are not part of God’s ideal blueprint for the world. But in spite of evil, the world is still overwhelmingly filled with good things. In fact, the widespread presence of gratuitous beauty — beauty that seems to serve no additional function besides just being beautiful — is powerful evidence for a Grand Artist. Artists skillfully bring parts of a statue or painting together to form symmetry, elegance, and so forth. They effectively use just the right color coordination, the proper harmony of notes and sounds, to create beautiful things. But these features and more characterize the world far, far beyond the meager ability of humans to imitate them. In fact, design and beauty should not be discussed in the abstract. The power and force of beauty comes from carefully attending to specific cases of it: a butterfly, the way a baby is formed in the womb, the sunset over Maui, the Alps, the fish that fill the oceans. The world is teeming with overwhelming beauty.
There are three things about such cases that show why they are best explained by a Grand Artist. First, we all know where beauty frequently comes from — skilled artists who generate it day after day. There is no good reason to deny the analogy between human artifacts and the beauty of creation; thus, we should use the same sort of explanation (personal explanation) for the latter. Second, beauty is intrinsically good and valuable. If God does not exist, then the best atheistic account of how everything got here would be a strictly scientific account told in terms of chemistry and physics. But science can only tell a story of what is the case. It can say nothing about what ought to be the case; it cannot even use the category of intrinsic goodness or value, much less offer an explanation of how it came to be. But if God exists, the universe begins with a being who is intrinsically valuable, good, beautiful, wise, and so forth. So if God exists, we have a powerful explanation of how subsequent beauty could come to characterize our universe. But if God does not exist, we have no story of how this could be.
Some atheists think they can solve this problem by saying that at some point in the development of matter, beauty just emerged and that’s the end of it. But “emergence” is just a name for the problem to be solved; it is not a genuine solution. Further, this sort of emergence is a case of something popping into existence out of nothing. Why? From the big bang until some stage at which matter reaches a certain complexity, matter can be fully described by its physical, chemical features. This sort of matter does not contain beauty or even the potential for beauty. Then all of a sudden, matter reaches a certain complexity and, presto, beauty squirts into existence. This borders on sheer magic — indeed, magic without a Magician!
Here’s the third thing about these cases of beauty that provide evidence for the claim that they are best explained by a Grand Artist. To understand this factor, we need to distinguish primary and secondary qualities. Primary qualities are those thought to characterize matter: mass, size, shape, charge, location, being in motion or rest, solidity, wave characteristics (frequency, amplitude, length). Secondary qualities are colors, smells, sounds, tastes, textures. According to science, there (allegedly) really are no such things in the world as secondary qualities as commonsense people understand them. Secondary qualities should be reduced to primary qualities: colors are the same things as wavelengths; sounds are just vibrations, and so forth. But these reductions are all false. Colors may be correlated with wavelengths just as fire may be correlated with smoke. But fire is not the same thing as smoke and a color is not the same thing as a wavelength. A color is a stationary quality smoothly and continuously spread over an object’s surface. By contrast, a wavelength is a colorless, rapidly vibrating, moving quantitative pattern.
Since the time of Newton, Boyle, and others in the seventeenth century, most scientists and philosophers have agreed that if secondary qualities were real, irreducible features of the world, there could never in principle be a scientific explanation for their origin or their regular, law-like correlation with primary qualities. The philosopher John Locke gave what is the only plausible explanation for their existence and regular appearance: these were due to God’s good pleasure. I think Locke was right. But why God’s pleasure instead of His justice or some other attribute of God? Because it is in virtue of secondary qualities that the world is beautiful and enjoyable. Think of how dull the world would be if it had no sounds, colors, tastes, and so forth, and only had particles and waves moving through space. It is both the sheer existence of secondary qualities and their crucial role in making the world beautiful that provide powerful evidence for God’s existence, or so it seems to me and many others.
Scientist Michael Behe has recently called attention to a second and, in my view, impressive type of design called irreducible complexity. An irreducibly complex system is a system containing several well-matched, interacting parts that contribute to its basic function, and where the loss of any single part causes the system to cease functioning. Behe offers a simple illustration of an irreducibly complex system — a common mousetrap.
The mousetrap that one buys at the hardware store generally has a wooden platform to which all the other parts are attached. It also has a spring with extended ends, one of which presses against the platform, the other against a metal part called the hammer, which actually does the job of squashing the mouse. When one presses the hammer down, it has to be stabilized in that position until the mouse comes along, and that is the job of the holding bar. The end of the holding bar itself has to be stabilized, so it is placed into a metal piece called the catch.2
Behe then asks: How effective will the trap be if it’s missing the spring? The hammer? The platform? Behe’s answer: It won’t catch anything! If one piece of the trap is missing, then it won’t perform at all. Yet, evolution would seem to claim the mousetrap could evolve slowly, step-by-step. Thus, you would start with a platform, then a hammer, and then a spring, and so on. Here’s the problem: according to Darwin, each piece of the mousetrap must be useful in and of itself in performing its function. If the purpose of a mousetrap is to catch mice, then what good is a block of wood (platform) or an isolated spring?
This same line of thinking concerning the mousetrap can be applied to the eye. What good is a retina by itself? Or, ocular muscles without a lens? As an irreducibly complex system, the eye must come as a package deal or it wouldn’t be useful. Yet, according to Darwin the eye could not come as a package. If it did, it would violate the very criteria he established for his theory (that living structures had to be capable of evolving in small incremental steps; Darwin said that if a big jump in evolution occurred such that a complex structure “came as a package,” that would be evidence of a miraculous act of the Deity).
But one does not need to turn to something as complicated as the eye to illustrate irreducible complexity. Indeed, the living world literally teems with it. Consider a much lower, “simpler” form of life: the bacterial flagellum.3 A flagellum is a long hair-like filament that acts as a rotary propeller, enabling a bacterium to swim. The rotary propeller rotates at 100,000 rpms, it can stop on a dime and rotate at that speed in the opposite direction, and it contains at least fifty different parts that all have to be present and in exactly the right place or the structure does not function. And it exhibits a structure exactly the same as one that is engineered, and it conforms to the same requirements of functionality. The bacterial flagellum has studs, three different types of rings, a propeller, a universal joint, and much, much more.
When I ponder this structure — and it so often happens when I watch a PBS special on some living thing or ecosystem — I find it so obvious that the structure is designed by an Intelligence (and that is clear even if one does not know the means used by the Designer), that I cannot believe that an open-minded person can resist the same conclusion.
But other sorts of design are even more powerful, or so it seems to me. One of them — our third sort of design — is specified complexity. Recently, William Dembski wrote a book in which he analyzed cases where it is legitimate to infer that some phenomenon is the result of a purposive, intelligent act by an agent.4 Among other things, Dembski analyzes cases in which insurance employees, police, and forensic scientists must determine whether a death was an accident (no intelligent cause) or brought about intentionally (done on purpose by an intelligent agent). According to Dembski, whenever three factors are present, investigators are rationally obligated to draw the conclusion that the event was brought about intentionally: (1) the event was contingent, that is, even though it took place, it did not have to happen, no law of nature requires that the event happen (unlike water, which, given the laws of nature, must freeze at a certain temperature); (2) the event had a small probability of happening; and (3) the event is capable of independent specifiability (capable of being identified as a special occurrence beside the simple fact that it did, in fact, happen).
To illustrate, consider a game of bridge in which two people receive a hand of cards. Let one hand be a random set of cards — call it hand A — and the other be a perfect bridge hand dealt to the dealer himself. Now if that happened, we would immediately infer that while A was not dealt intentionally, the perfect bridge hand was, and, in fact, represents a case of cheating on the part of the dealer. What justifies our suspicion?
First, neither hand had to happen. There are no laws of nature, logic, or mathematics that necessitate that either hand had to come about in the history of the cosmos. In this sense, each hand, and, indeed, the card game itself, is a contingent event that did not have to take place. Second, since hand A and the perfect bridge hand have the same number of cards, each is equally improbable. So the small probability of an event is not sufficient to raise suspicions that the event came about by the intentional action of an agent.
The third criterion makes this clear. The perfect bridge hand can be specified as special independently of the fact that it happened to be the hand that came about, but this is not so for hand A. Hand A can be specified as “some random hand or other that someone happens to get.” Now that specification applies to all hands whatever and does not mark out as special any particular hand that comes about. So understood, A is no more special than any other random deal. But this is not so for the perfect bridge hand. This hand can be characterized as a special sort of combination of cards by the rules of bridge independently of the fact that it is the hand that the dealer received. It is the combination of contingency (this hand did not have to be dealt), small probability (this particular arrangement of cards was quite unlikely to have occurred), and independent specifiability (according to the rules, this is a special hand for the dealer to receive) that justifies us in accusing the dealer of cheating.
Similarly, if a spouse happens to die at a young age in an unlikely manner even though that spouse is healthy, and if this happens just after the other spouse took out a large insurance policy on him or her or a week after proposing to a mistress, then the three factors that justify an intentional act by an intelligent designer are present.
What does all this have to do with the existence of God? In the last several years, scientists have made a shocking discovery. What is the discovery? In a phrase: the universe is precisely fine-tuned so life could appear. Over thirty independent, hard facts about the universe have been discovered in the form of basic constants of nature that are, scientifically speaking, brute facts and for which there is no further scientific explanation (the force of gravity in the universe, the charge of an electron, the rest mass of a proton, the rate of expansion resulting from the big bang). What blows the minds of so many is that if any single one of these — much less all thirty! — had been slightly larger or smaller on the order of a billionth of a percentage point, then no life could have appeared in the universe. The universe is a razor’s edge of precisely balanced life-permitting conditions.
If gravity’s force were infinitesimally stronger, all stars would burn too quickly to sustain life. If ever so slightly weaker, all stars would be too cold to support life-bearing planets. If the ratio of electron to proton mass were slightly larger or smaller, the sort of chemical bonding required to produce self-replicating molecules cannot take place. The same is true for the electromagnetic force in the universe. If the strong nuclear force were slightly larger, then the nuclei essential for life would be too unstable; if it were slightly larger, no elements but hydrogen would form. If the rate of the universe’s expansion had been smaller by one part in a hundred thousand million million, the universe would have recollapsed and could not form or sustain life. Quantum laws are precisely what they need to be to prevent electrons from spiraling into atomic nuclei. If the Earth took more than twenty-four hours to rotate, temperatures on our planet would be too extreme between sunrise and sunset. If the rotation of the Earth were slightly shorter, wind would move at a dangerous velocity. If the oxygen level on our planet were slightly less, we would suffocate; if it were slightly more, spontaneous fires would erupt.
I could go on and on and on with additional facts. It should be clear why these discoveries shocked scientists and philosophers. These precisely balanced factors are: (1) contingent (it is easy to conceive of them being different; for example, that the mass of a proton or the expansion of the universe could have been quite different from what they actually are); (2) very, very improbable and balanced to an infinitesimally small degree; and (3) independently specfiable. Regarding this last point, for the longest time, scientists thought that these numbers could vary significantly with no impact on whether or not life could appear. But no longer. They now know that life-permitting universes have features that are precisely formulated within a range of billionths of a percentage point from what they actually are in the real world. Thus, the actual values fall within razor-thin ranges that are required for life to appear. These values are special (just as are the rules of a card game) quite independently of the fact that the universe’s actual values correspond to them.
Think of it this way. Physicist Robin Collins imagines a scenario where human space travelers arrive on Mars and find a fully functioning, life-sustaining biosphere. When the astronauts enter the Martian biosphere, they find a panel that controls the environment.
At the control panel they find that all the dials for its environment are set just right for life. The oxygen ratio is perfect; the temperature is seventy degrees; the humidity is fifty percent; there’s a system for replenishing the air; there are systems for producing food, generating energy, and disposing of wastes. Each dial has a huge range of possible settings, and you can see if you were to adjust one or more of them just a little bit, the environment would go out of whack and life would be impossible.5
That’s the universe we live in. There are over thirty independent dials (constants of nature, hard facts about the universe) — some estimate many, many more, and each has a wide range of alternate settings. Yet each dial is exactly set to precisely the correct setting so life can appear. It’s no wonder that theoretical physicist Paul Davies acknowledged, “It is hard to resist the impression that the present structure of the universe, apparently so sensitive to minor alternation in the numbers, has been rather carefully thought out.… The seemingly miraculous concurrence of [these] numbers must remain the most compelling evidence for cosmic design.”6
But as impressive as irreducible complexity and fine-tuning are, I believe there may be an even more powerful sort of design: biological information. To grasp the full force of this sort of design, we must first think for a moment about the SETI research program (the search for extra-terrestrial intelligence) begun in the early 1960s. Irrespective of what you think about SETI or its prospects for success, it is, nevertheless, a clearly formulated research project that has received millions of dollars of funding during the last half century.
Obviously, before SETI scientists look for intelligent life in outer space, they must first formulate criteria that will tell them when they have found it. And such they have. To grasp these criteria, we must distinguish among randomness, order, and information. Suppose we had a large pile of alphabet soup composed of numbers and letters of the alphabet, and I tossed a handful into the air resulting in this sequence scattered on my study desk: x, ½, an upside down g, %, +, @, xq17.5. This sequence is random and it has two characteristics: (1) It is simple. To generate a random sequence you would only have to give a computer two instructions: pick any symbol and repeat. (2) It is not specific. You tell the computer to pick any symbol and repeat with any symbol.
Now suppose I had 500 MEs in a row: ME ME ME … This sequence is ordered and it has four characteristics:
1. It is simple. To generate it, you would only have to give a computer three instructions: pick an M, then an E, and repeat.
2. It is specific (specifically pick an M then an E).
3. It is iterative, or repeatable — it consists in a unit repeated over and over (ME).
4. The parts (let’s call each ME one part) are prior to the whole (which is just a sum of 500 MEs).
Here’s a test you can perform to tell if the parts are prior to the whole: If you remove a part and it does not do anything to the rest of the whole, then the parts are prior to the whole. For example, if I removed the 75th ME, there would be a gap there, but the identity of the rest of the ME’s would be unchanged. The 273rd ME would still be sitting there, quite indifferent to the presence or absence of the 75th ME.
If a SETI scientist received a signal from outer space that was random or ordered, the scientist would continue to sip his or her coffee. Such a signal would indicate nothing at all. But things change dramatically when one is confronted with the third category: information, for example, “John loves Mary.” Information sequences have four characteristics:
1. They are complex not simple. To generate our sentence, one would have to tell a computer to produce fifteen specific symbols (including spaces) in a row. If we were dealing with the Gettysburg Address, the New Testament book of Romans, or the Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, the complexity would be staggering.
2. They are specific (the computer must select very specific symbols).
3. It is not simply composed of an iterative, repetitive unit.
4. The whole (the thought expressed by the sentence that could be expressed in German or the precise sentence in English apt for expressing that thought) is prior to the parts.
Here’s a test for determining when a whole is prior to its parts: If you remove or replace a part and the entire whole is destroyed. For example, if one replaces the “M” in “Mary” with the square root of minus one, you get unintelligible gibberish. If you replace that “M” with an “H” you have an entirely different whole — “John loves Hary.”
The movie Contact based on a novel by Carl Sagan featured Jodie Foster as a SETI researcher, Dr. Eleanor “Ellie” Arroway. For a long time, Dr. Arroway only received random or simple ordered sequences. But one day she received a signal that told the world there was an intelligent designer behind the signal: one that represented the prime numbers from 2 to 101. It’s easy to see that this signal satisfies the criteria for information. But why did Dr. Arroway correctly infer an intelligent designer/communicator as the cause of the signal? There’s an assumption the SETI program makes that seems to me to be almost self-evident: information only comes from an intelligent agent/mind.
So far so good. But there’s a punch line in all this: Perhaps the single, most important discovery in twentieth-century biology was that living things contain a special molecule — DNA — that is composed not of order or randomness, but of information. Indeed, the amount of information in the genetic code of a human being is more than all the information in all the books in the Library of Congress combined! Clearly, if the information in the prime numbers from 1 to 101 — measly as it is — legitimately justifies an inference to an intelligent agent as its cause, then by parity of reasoning, an incredibly smart Intelligent Designer must stand behind the information in DNA. Note carefully that it is an intrinsic feature of information that indicates that it comes from intelligence. So if a critic of SETI claimed that given enough time, chance, and natural law, a signal bearing the prime numbers from 1 to 101 could easily be produced by natural processes, no one would take him seriously. If they did, then the entire rationale for SETI would vanish! Even if such an outcome could be produced naturally, it would be far more rational to conclude it came from intelligent life. The same sort of reasoning provides a fitting rejoinder to those who would make the same claim about the origin of information in DNA.
These considerations about beauty, irreducible complexity, specified complexity, and information have been defended in a more thorough, sophisticated way than I can do here. But for me, ordinary folk are correct in thinking that the existence of an Intelligent Designer is as plain as the nose on one’s face, given the sort of world in which we live. In the remainder of this chapter, I want to share with you one further area of reflection that I believe provides grounds for the claim that we know there is a God: various features of the moral life.
VARIOUS FEATURES OF THE MORAL LIFE
You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to recognize that our society is in a state of moral chaos. The simple fact that Jerry Springer and his talk show competitors are such popular theaters of moral expression is enough to send shivers down the spine of anyone with an ounce of moral sensibility. This moral chaos should come as no surprise to anyone who acknowledges that there is a deep connection between the worldview of a culture and its moral beliefs and behaviors. The shift from a Judeo-Christian worldview to an atheistic, naturalistic one is what lies behind much of the moral chaos we now face. In April 1986, Steven Muller, the president of Johns Hopkins University, got it right when he warned that our crisis in moral values is due largely to the loss of a Judeo-Christian worldview and its replacement with secularism and naturalism.
Conversely, several features of the moral life and the objectivity of purpose in life are, in my view, best explained by the sort of monotheistic God the Bible describes and who creates human persons in His image:
• The fact that value properties exist and came to be exemplified in the world
• The imperatival force of moral law (they are commands, not mere facts or suggestions) that is best explained by a Moral Commander
• The existence and appropriateness of moral shame and guilt that goes beyond what is owed to other human persons
• The fact that human persons have incredibly high value compared with other entities in the cosmos and that they have equal value as human persons
• The fact that our faculties are such that we have knowledge of value
• The fact that our desire structure causes us to want to do what is right, even when it is not in our self-interests
• The fact that we are so constructed that we can actually make moral progress
• The fact that it is rational to adopt the moral point of view in the first place
Let’s unpack some of these points a bit. We all know that moral absolutes exist. By a moral absolute I mean an objectively true moral prescription that, like the truths of math, science, and logic, we discover and do not invent. These prescriptions are true whether or not anyone believes them. “One ought not steal, murder, lie,” “one ought not torture little babies for the fun of it,” “one should be kind, just, and fair-minded” are examples of moral absolutes. If someone denies there are moral absolutes, claiming to subscribe to moral relativism, it is easy to show that the person is just posturing and not being honest. All you need to do is to find out what he or she deeply values, treat that issue as if it were arbitrary and relative, and you will see a absolutist come out of the closet every time!
For example, years ago I met a young man who claimed to be a relativist. After a bit of probing, I found out that he cared deeply for the environment. I then told him that I and four of my buddies had a monthly routine: We would each contribute fifty dollars to a kitty, buy a hundred gallon vat of sulfuric acid, drive to a local lake, dump in the acid, and see how many dead fish floated to the surface. The person whose guess was closest to the number of dead fish won the kitty. Well, you could see the blood vessels popping on his neck. He was enraged. I noted that from his body language, it seemed that he thought our monthly practice was, well, WRONG! This young man was a relativist in areas of his life in which relativism was convenient (for example, his sexual practices), but he was an absolutist when it came to the environment!
The Nuremberg Trials were a series of trials (1945–1949) held in Nuremberg, Germany, prosecuting leaders involved in the Nazi regime. The most famous trial involved twenty-four key Nazi leaders charged with crimes against humanity. Individuals following the trial were shocked by how effective the Nazis’ defense team was in arguing against the charges. How is that possible? What defense could be given for the indefensible? “The most telling defense offered by the accused was that they had simply followed orders or made decisions within the framework of their own legal system, in complete consistency with it, and that they therefore could not rightly be condemned because they deviated from the alien value system of their conquerors.”7
The lawyers of the Nazis were simply appealing to a moral relativism to plead their case. After all, if morals are determined by culture, then how can you convict Germans for following the values, laws, and beliefs of German culture? If the Germans had won the war, there wouldn’t even be a trial.
The trial came to a halt. How would the prosecution respond? The Chief Counsel of the United States, Robert Jackson, came up with an answer. The only way to judge any culture, he argued, was to appeal to a “law above the law.” A “law above the law” transcends culture and applies to both the winners and losers of the war. The trial continued and justice was served. But from where does such an objective law come? Surely not from plasma or a cloud of electrons! Objective moral values do not come to us as a list of suggestions or simple statements of moral facts. No, they come as thundering imperatives, as commands: Do not murder! And so forth. That is what Jackson was saying. But commands only come from things with wills, that is, commanders. Thus, the best explanation for the “law above the law,” something we all know is there, irrespective of what we claim in politically correct company, is that it represents the commands of a good, just, loving Commander.
Further, when we violate this law, we feel a deep sense of shame and guilt that goes far beyond what we would experience in front of other human beings. Somehow, we sense that we have done something wrong against — what? The universe itself or some abstract moral law is unconscious, impersonal, and it is not possible to be ashamed or have rational guilt feelings before it. No, the type of reasonable shame and guilt people feel the world over is best explained if there is a Personal Source of the absolute moral law and in front of whom we stand guilty.
Here’s something else to think about. Consider the statement “The ball is hard.” If this statement is true, it has implications for the way the world is. There is some specific ball that exists, and there is a real property, hardness, it possesses or exemplifies. Now consider the following value statements: “Mercy is a virtue.” “Friendship is good.” “Human beings have worth.” Each of these statements is true and, common sensically, they ascribe non-natural, intrinsically normative value properties to mercy, friendship, and human beings. By a non-natural property I mean an attribute that is not a scientific, physical characteristic of physics or chemistry, for example, being a C fiber, having negative charge, being magnetic. By intrinsically normative I mean a property that is (1) valuable in and of itself and (2) something we ought to desire.
Now it is easy to explain how these properties could exist and “show up,” as it were, in the spatio-temporal universe on a Christian view of things. For Christians, the most fundamental entity is not matter or energy or any other physical thing studied by science. It is God and among His attributes are those of moral and ontological excellence: wisdom, kindness, goodness, and the like. And God created the world to be a place where these values are exemplified and play a role in the course of things. Even if someone claims that value properties are forms that dwell, as it were, in Plato’s heaven, it is wildly implausible to believe that if you start with a big bang, and the history of the cosmos amounts to the rearrangements of particles or waves according to the laws of chemistry and physics, that somehow these ordinary physical processes could reach up into Plato’s heaven and pull these value-forms down into space and time. After all, science describes what is the case, not what ought to be the case; it can only give us descriptions, not prescriptions. Purely physical, natural states and laws amount to what is the case, and permit no reference at all to what ought to be the case. The simple fact is that you can’t get an “ought” from a mere “is.”
It is interesting to note that naturalist J. L. Mackie agreed and argued that the emergence of moral properties would constitute a refutation of naturalism and evidence for theism: “Moral properties constitute so odd a cluster of properties and relations that they are most unlikely to have arisen in the ordinary course of events without an all-powerful god to create them.”8
Regarding our ability to know what has intrinsic value, if God exists and is as the the Bible depicts Him, then He made us to be able to know and live in light of real, objective, intrinsic values. But on a Darwinian atheistic account, the various brain mechanisms relevant to human behavior in general, and rational and ethical behavior in particular, are what they are because they aided (or at least did not hinder) their possessors in adapting to recurring problems over the long course of evolutionary history in feeding, reproducing, fighting, and fleeing, which in turn aided their possessors in the struggle for differential reproductive advantage. The blind processes of evolution selected sensory and mental faculties apt for interacting with the sense perceptible world under the demands of survival. However, the ability to be aware of intrinsic value goes far beyond sense experience (you can’t see, hear, touch, taste, or smell a moral value) and, in any case, the accurate perception of value would be epiphenomenal (something is epiphenomenal if it is caused by something but does not itself cause anything; fire causes smoke but smoke is causally impotent) in a world whose successive states are governed entirely by the laws and states of physics. Thus, as evolutionary naturalist Michael Ruse notes,
Morality is a biological adaptation no less than are hands and feet and teeth. Considered as a rationally justifiable set of claims about an objective something, ethics is illusory. I appreciate that when somebody says “Love thy neighbor as thyself,” they think they are referring above and beyond themselves. Nevertheless, such reference is truly without foundation. Morality is just an aid to survival and reproduction … and any deeper meaning is illusory.9
Penultimately, we all know that there is a real difference between dysfunctional and properly functional behavior. Child molestation, racist bigotry, and sociopathic narcissism are examples of the former, and behaving kindly, honestly, and lovingly are illustrations of the latter. Now, can a carburetor dysfunction? Of course it can. But suppose the Santa Ana winds blew a scattered pile of six leaves on my back porch. Would it make sense for me to say to my wife, “Honey, see the third leaf in the pile, the green one? That leaf is dysfunctional with respect to the whole pile of leaves.”? It would not. Wherein lies the difference? When we say that the carburetor is dysfunctional, we mean that it isn’t functioning the way it’s supposed to function. And that means it isn’t functioning the way it was designed to function. By contrast, since the green leaf was not designed to function a certain way in the pile of leaves — indeed, the entire pile was formed by chance and natural law — then there is no way that the leaf is supposed to function.
Thus, there is no such thing as a real dysfunctional/functional distinction for the leaf. It is only if there is a designer that the distinction makes sense. But we all know and act as if there really is such a distinction, and I believe this rational, accurate behavior makes the most sense if we were designed by God to function a certain way. In this case, there is such a thing as proper functioning and real dysfunctioning. By the way, this is why I think that far from counting as evidence against God’s existence, evil actually provides evidence for God. How? Evil is when things aren’t the way they are supposed to be or are the way they aren’t supposed to be. You can’t have real evil without there being a real way things are and are not supposed to be. But, again, this distinction is clear to me if there is a God. But if God does not exist, things just are. There is no way that things are supposed to be. Stuff happens and that’s the end of the matter.
Finally, Christian theism provides — and atheism utterly fails to provide — a satisfying answer to a question related to why we should care about the good life: Why should I be moral? If I am trying to decide what my life plan will be — what I will care about, live for, spend my time seeking — and if I want my life plan to be rationally justified and sensible, then why is it reasonable for morality and the life of virtue to be a key part of my life plan? Why isn’t it more reasonable to live a life of pure egoism, in which my own self-interests, defined any way I wish, are all that should matter to me, rationally speaking? Why should I not just pretend to care for morality when it is in my self-interests to do so, all the while not really adopting the moral point of view at all?
Christian theism says we should be moral because the moral life of virtue is real, we know some truths about it, and to live in disregard of the moral life is to live out of touch with a real and important part of reality made by God. Moreover, God made us to function best when we live the life of virtue. To live in disregard of morality and virtue is to live like a fish out of water, that is, to live contrary to our proper functioning. By contrast, naturalist atheism is too impoverished to be able to provide an answer to the question as to why I should be moral. Instead, its meager intellectual resources can only justify pure egoism, a grotesque philosophy of life in light of which even atheists cannot live consistently.
SUMMARY AND PRELUDE
In the last two chapters, I have briefly provided some of the reasons why I take myself to know that God exists. But the arguments presented do not merely justify belief in God; they also provide information about what sort of being God is. From the arguments of the previous chapter (from the universe’s beginning and dependency) we concluded that God is immaterial, capable of existing outside space and time, and possesses free will and, therefore, consciousness. From the design argument, we may conclude that God appreciates beauty, and He is extremely knowledgeable. From the moral argument, we may conclude that God is good and virtuous.
For three reasons, we should also conclude there is one personal God instead of many finite, polytheistic gods: (1) Finite gods (think of Greek gods or the multitude of Hindu gods) are capable of change, movement, and acting through a span of time and are, therefore, temporal; that is, they require the existence of time to exist. But the God who must exist to explain the facts of chapters 3 and 4 must exist outside of time (to be capable of causing time to begin). So a plurality of finite gods is ruled out. (2) If two explanations are equally successful, then all things being equal, one should prefer the simpler explanation. Solely for the sake of argument, let’s assume that polytheism and monotheism are equally good explanations for the facts. Under these assumptions, simplicity considerations require us to prefer monotheism. (3) Any number of gods greater than one is explanatorily superfluous and impotent. To see this, take some arbitrary number of finite, polytheistic deities and call that number “n.” Now, why are there n deities instead of n/2 or n+50, or …? Any other number of finite deities will do just as well. If this is so, then no particular finite number over one will do a better job of explaining the facts than another number. Thus, any number greater than one is superfluous.
Besides the fact that there is one personal God, can we know anything more about God? The exciting answer is yes, and in the next chapter, we’ll see why.
CHAPTER NINE
THE EVIDENCE FOR JESUS
God exists. This much we know. And this is no small fact. It is, arguably, the single most important fact anyone could know. And knowledge of this fact should prod us to seek God with everything we have. But how do we go about such a thing? Where do we go from here?
THREE CRITERIA FOR CHOOSING MY RELIGION
I think three criteria are central for choosing (and not losing!) one’s religion:
1. Does the depiction of the Supreme Being in a given religion harmonize with what we already know about God from creation, for example, from the considerations about monotheism listed in chapters 3 and 4? If not, the religion is false; if so, it may be true. We do not bring a blank slate to the table when we assess various alleged revelation sources, and criterion (1) justifies religions that are forms of ethical monotheism. Note carefully, it is the explanatory demands of creation, not the Bible or some other alleged revelation, that justifies monotheism.
2. Does that religion provide the most profound diagnosis of the human condition and the most adequate solution to that diagnosis? Humans everywhere need help to overcome a threefold alienation (people are at odds with God, other people, and even themselves), relief from shame and guilt, meaning to life, hope for life with God and purposeful existence after death, guidance for living well, relational intimacy with God Himself, and empowerment to live the sort of life we all know we should live.
I cannot argue this point here, but while I admit that most religions have truths in them, the person, deeds, and teachings of Jesus of and His apostles, as inscripturated in the New Testament, simply tower over all other ideologies and religious systems. This is true both in the New Testament’s intrinsic content and in its historical impact throughout generations. Regarding its intrinsic content, all one needs to do is to read the rich devotional, theological, and ethical literature in the history of Christianity to see that, when it accurately expounds the New Testament, this literature is without rival. Regarding historical influence, counter examples such as the Crusades, do not count as genuine counter examples because there are non-question-begging criteria — the teachings of the New Testament itself — to show that the counter examples are not genuine expressions of New Testament religion. Wherever genuine Christianity has thrived, human flourishing has flowered.
3. Is the best explanation of both the origin and continued history of the religion one that employs supernatural activity on God’s part? Is the signature of the Divine on that religion? I am convinced by arguments from fulfilled Old Testament prophecy and historical evidence that the Bible is, indeed, a divine revelation and that Jesus of Nazareth is the risen Divine Son of God. The historical evidence for Jesus will occupy us in the remainder of this chapter.
How is it that a carpenter from obscure Nazareth commands the allegiance of hundreds of millions of people who have given and would give their lives to Him? The New Testament documents have an answer: Jesus was the very Son of God, that is, He was (and is) God the Son. Jesus was genuinely God and man, He was the incarnation of God, and He is the final, supreme revelation of God to the human race. He lived a sinless life, performed numerous miracles, and rose bodily from the dead three days after His crucifixion. I am convinced that this picture of Jesus is true, and I am going to present historical evidence to support that conviction. As I do, please keep something in mind. I will make reference from time to time to New Testament texts. However, I will not be assuming that the New Testament — or the Bible generally — is a true revelation from God, though I do believe that to be the case. Instead, I will simply assume that the New Testament documents are first-century historical sources for the life of Jesus and the origins of Christianity. My task is to argue that these sources are solid and historically reliable.
HISTORICAL EVIDENCE FOR JESUS
When we approach the topic of New Testament reliability, we are immediately confronted with a fact so significant that alone it shatters a widely held myth — that only simple-minded folk trust the New Testament and that intellectuals, on the other hand, are all convinced it is filled with legend. The fact to which I am referring is the simple truth that there are thousands of men and women with earned doctorates in history, New Testament studies, or first-century culture from world-class institutions who accept the reliability of the New Testament documents precisely because of (and not in spite of) their academic training. In fact, highly regarded intellectuals at elite universities who teach in this area of study are convinced by their investigation of the facts that the New Testament is reliable and that the traditional view of Jesus is true — for example (the universities in parentheses are where they teach), Richard Bauckham (University of St. Andrews, Scotland), James Dunn (University of Durham), Simon Gathercole (University of Aberdeen), Martin Hengel (University of Tubingen), Larry Hurtado (University of Edinburgh), Graham N. Stanton (Cambridge University), and N. T. Wright (former professor at Oxford). This does not prove the New Testament documents are historically reliable, but it does show that there must be a considerable case for their reliability, or else one would not find so many scholars, including many at the top of the field, who hold and have contended for this view. Let’s look at some of the evidence.
Evidence for Jesus Outside the New Testament
Roman and Greek historians during or shortly after Jesus’ life were geographically distant from Judea and Galilee. Moreover, this location was considered to be a remote and unimportant outpost far, far away from Rome, so there was little interest in what happened there. And there were countless numbers of religious figures, social and political movements, great unrest and instability in Judea and Galilee, and little attention is paid to many key figures besides Jesus. Further, we must recall that much of ancient literature has been lost, so it is entirely plausible that Jesus was referred to more than He is in the documents we have.
In spite of all this and setting aside the New Testament documents, we have clear references to Jesus made by Roman, Jewish, and Greek historians. From these we get the following picture: Jesus was a Jewish teacher who had a group of disciples; He was a wonder worker of some sort, performing healings and exorcisms; He was rejected by the Jewish leaders and crucified by Pontius Pilate during the reign of Tiberius Caesar; the sky turned dark at the time of His crucifixion (the pagan historian Thallus explains this as an eclipse of the sun!); His followers claimed to have seen Him risen from the dead shortly after His crucifixion; and the Christian movement spread so rapidly that within a few decades it had taken root in Rome itself.1 In AD 49, the Roman emperor Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome because they were disputing over “Chrestus,” most likely because the preaching of Jesus in Roman synagogues created a large disturbance in Rome.
The Time Factor
Let us use “high Christology” to refer to a picture of Jesus according to which He was God Incarnate, the miracle-working son of God who rose bodily from the dead; let’s use “low Christology” to refer to a picture of Jesus according to which He was a mere man, though, of course, a charismatic leader and gifted teacher. The duration of time from Jesus’ crucifixion in AD 33 until there is clearly a high Christology in the early church is too short for myth and legend to influence that portrait. The time factor is so short that it is implausible to disregard the early church’s high Christology and its portraits of Jesus in the Gospels. Moreover, during this short time span, there were still plenty of friendly and hostile eyewitnesses to keep in check extravagant claims about Jesus. And the high Christological view of Jesus begins around the geographic area in which Jesus lived and ministered, not hundreds of miles away. This, too, provides grounds for trusting the New Testament picture of Jesus. Let me elaborate on these points.
Secular, classic historian A. N. Sherwin-White — an expert in the times prior to and during Jesus’ day — claims that even though Roman and Greek historical sources are heavily biased and removed from the events they discuss by as much as two centuries, historians still use those sources successfully to reconstruct what actually happened. He also says that for the Gospels to be legendary, the rate of legendary development would have to be “unbelievable.” Using Herodotus as a test case, Sherwin-White argues that a span of even two generations is too short to allow legendary tendencies to sweep away the hard core of historical facts.2 Given this fact, let’s consider the first three gospels: Matthew, Mark, and Luke.
Two facts are virtually beyond dispute: (1) The same person wrote Luke and Acts (based on style, grammar, vocabulary, themes, and so on). (2) Acts was written after Luke, and Luke was written after Matthew and Mark. It follows that if we can date the book of Acts, Luke should be dated earlier and Matthew and Mark earlier still. In my opinion, there is overwhelming evidence that Acts should be dated around AD 60–62.3
Here are three reasons for this dating:
1. Acts ends abruptly with Paul in prison in Rome and with no indication of what happened to him after his release. The ending of Acts has a distinctive feel of having been written at the same time of the events it recalls — Paul’s imprisonment from AD 60–62.
2. The author of Luke and Acts focuses on events in and around Jerusalem more than the other gospels. For example, Jesus’ resurrection appearances in Luke occur in Judea, but the ones in Matthew and Mark take place in Galilee. The city of Jerusalem and the church there play a prominent role in Acts. Jerusalem was surrounded by Gentile armies in AD 66 and destroyed in AD 70, yet Acts makes no mention of this. The silence of Acts is even stranger when we realize that in Luke, Jesus predicts that Gentiles will surround and destroy Jerusalem. For the sake of argument, suppose the author made up this saying and placed it on Jesus’ lips. What would be the purpose of such a fabrication if the “fulfillment” happened and was not duly noted? The only sensible explanation to me is that Acts was written before AD 66.
3. Acts is careful to record the martyrdoms of figures in the early church (for example, Stephen). The three key figures in Acts are James, Peter, and Paul. All three were martyred in the early to mid 60s, yet there is no mention of any of this in Acts. This is best explained if Acts was completed before the early 60s.
Given a date of AD 60–62, Luke should be dated from the early to late 50s (Luke was earlier than Acts, but no evidence exists that the two books were written in a continuous fashion; it is entirely possible that there was a time gap between the completion of Luke and the beginning of Acts), and Matthew and Mark from the early 40s to mid 50s.4 And, of course, the material contained in these gospels was in wide circulation years before it was written down.
Besides the Gospels, we have thirteen of Paul’s Epistles that were written over a sixteen-year period from AD 49–65. When we examine these letters, two facts become obvious: (1) Paul’s view of Jesus is static; that is, there is no evolutionary development from a low Christology in his earlier letters to a high Christology is his later letters. Throughout this time period, Paul’s view of Jesus remained constant. (2) Paul’s Christology was uniformly high. He knows nothing of a mere sage or charismatic leader. From the beginning, Jesus is the incarnation of God Himself, a miracle worker, the Savior of the world who rose bodily from the dead. It is, therefore, a hard historical fact that sometime before AD 49, Paul’s view of Jesus was solidified.
Some critics attempt to marginalize Paul by claiming he was in serious conflict with Peter such that Paul’s Christology is not representative of the early church. However, this claim is a significant exaggeration for which there is no sufficient evidence. Peter and Paul’s confrontation about certain issues (for example, separating from the Gentiles) hardly justifies this hasty generalization. There is no evidence at all that Paul and Peter were involved in a major rift in the early church. Moreover, not more than four years after the Crucifixion, Paul himself checked out his gospel and Christology with the early leaders of the Jerusalem church (Peter, John, James) to make sure it was in harmony with the rest of the early church (compare Galatians 1–2). And he explicitly states that his Christology was authoritative teaching in the early church that he received from others (1 Corinthians 15:1-7; Romans 1:1-4). This was entirely in keeping with the communitarian worldview of the Ancient Near East. That culture did not value Western individualism, so Lone Ranger Christianity — Christianity was started by the rogue Paul who individualistically stood by himself quite apart from the rest of the early Christian community — is a myth. All this means that the early church had adopted a high Christology sometime before AD 49.
But there’s more. The letters of Paul and the others in the New Testament were written in Greek for Greek speakers in the Gentile world. The early Jewish followers of Jesus in the Jerusalem area during the first decade after AD 33 primarily spoke Aramaic and Hebrew (though many also knew Greek). Scholars have discovered various hymns and creeds — ranging from two to seven or eight verses — embedded in Pauline and other New Testament letters (for example, 1 Corinthians 15:3-8; Philippians 2:5-11). These texts are written in the form of Hebrew poetry, they translate easily from the Greek back into Aramaic, they contain Aramaic, Jewish phrases, and the vocabulary is sometimes different than the way Paul (Peter, John) typically speak.
These facts have led most New Testament scholars to the view that these are early hymns used in worship services and instruction among Aramaic-speaking Jewish followers of Jesus in the first decade after the Crucifixion — most likely, within three years — in and around Jerusalem. Paul and the others translate them into Greek and incorporate them into their letters. And get this: Every one of them is about Jesus Christ and they exalt Him to the status of God! These texts show two things: (1) The early Jewish Christian community had a high Christology at a very early date; within no longer than three to five years after the Crucifixion, Jesus was being worshipped by monotheistic Jews as God Almighty, and miracle-working deeds and the bodily Resurrection were ascribed to Jesus. (2) This early, high Christology was present in the very soil where Jesus was alleged to have performed miracles and risen from the dead. That is, it was present exactly where numerous friendly and hostile eyewitnesses lived!
New Testament scholar Larry Hurtado claims that within the first few months and, perhaps, within the first few weeks, these early Jewish converts not only accepted beliefs about Jesus as being God, they also engaged in devotional practices and worship that exalted Jesus to the status of being coequal with the Old Testament God of Israel. And Martin Hengel said that these hymns to Christ as God “grew out of the early services of the [primitive Jewish Christian] community after Easter, i.e., [they are] as old as the community itself.”5 Hymns were sung to Jesus; prayers were offered through and to Him; His name was called upon in healing and exorcism practices, even though the Old Testament explicitly commands that one call only on the name of the God of Israel; and Jesus was viewed as the Lord who stands in the middle of and unites the early community just as the God of Israel had done before Jesus’ coming.6 And all this is present from the earliest days after Jesus’ crucifixion!
But there’s even more!
1. It is beyond question that Paul wrote the book of Galatians and, in it, he states clearly that he received his high view of Jesus and his understanding of the gospel message at a time around AD 34 or 35. Paul states that he never deviated from this historical understanding and that it was identical to the views of the other apostles. Thus, a high Christology was present within a year after the Crucifixion.7
2. Acts records the history of the early church. According to Acts, chapters 1–12 are quite different from chapters 13–28. The former feature Peter, and his speeches are delivered mostly to Aramaic, Hebrew-speaking Jews at a time when Christianity was still in its infancy. The latter feature Paul, and his speeches are delivered mostly to Greek-speaking Gentiles in subsequent years.
Now here’s what I find interesting: Cambridge New Testament scholar G. N. Stanton discovered that the grammar, literary style, theological motifs and emphases, tone, and use of the Old Testament are different in Acts 1–12 compared to 13– 28.8 Moreover, the speeches in 1–12 contain a number of Semitic phrases and other features that indicate it is a Greek translation from an early Aramaic source. This is exactly what one would expect if these narratives, particularly the speeches, were historically accurate. Why? Because Peter is the speaker in Acts 1–12 and he is allegedly addressing Jews in Aramaic, whereas Paul is the speaker in Acts 13–28 and he is addressing Gentiles in Greek. This discovery by Stanton increases our confidence in the historical reliability and early dating of the speeches in Acts 1–12. And they express a high Christology.
3. Royce Gruenler has applied what is called the criterion of dissimilarity to the sayings (and actions) of Jesus with an interesting result.9 The criterion of dissimilarity says that if a parallel to a saying of Jesus can be found in the Jewish community in which Jesus lived or in the early church He founded (as evidenced by the New Testament materials besides the Gospels), then Jesus did not say it. But if a saying passes this test, then it is so utterly unique (not bearing an analogy to sayings in the Jewish culture or the early church), that Jesus most likely said it, absent other reasons to suspect the saying. Now this criterion has always seemed crazy to me if it is taken as a necessary condition for accepting a saying as authentically coming from Jesus. Why? It drives a ridiculous wedge between Jesus and His culture — He can never agree with ideas in His culture — and a wedge between Jesus and His followers — He can’t say anything that stuck with them, which they reiterate in their writings! The criterion is too harsh, too skeptical. If it were applied to historical figures besides Jesus, it would destroy much of what we hold to be accurate history.
But precisely because it is so skeptical, it seems to me that it is a sufficient condition for historical accuracy. That is, if a saying of Jesus passes this test, then it is irrational to treat the statement as a fabrication unless there are extremely strong independent reasons for doing so.
Gruenler uses this test to isolate a core of fifteen sayings of Jesus, ranging from one to twenty verses, that even the most radical skeptic must accept on pain of losing credibility as an honest historian. These core sayings accurately reflect the mind of the historical Jesus who actually lived. So, what do these sayings tell us? Jesus took Himself to be greater than Moses, Abraham, David, or anyone who had preceded Him. Even more, He took Himself to stand in the authority — indeed, the very place — of God, embodying in His person the power, presence, and authority of God’s own kingdom, welcoming outcasts in God’s name and offering forgiveness of sins, which only God could do. He also received worship and saw Himself as a divine-like figure who would judge the world — and each and every person in it — at the end of the age. So a high Christology goes back to Jesus of Nazareth Himself.
Oral Tradition in First-Century Jewish Culture
Besides extrabiblical data and the time factor, another important issue in my confidence in the historical reliability of the New Testament documents, particularly the Gospels, resides in the nature and role of oral tradition in Jesus’ day. Jesus lived in a predominantly oral culture, one which formulates, preserves, and passes down to subsequent generations its history, key events, central narrative, and core values largely through memorization and oral performance. Detailed studies have been done on such cultures, and we have learned that in contrast with contemporary Western culture, people were capable of memorizing a lot of information easily and passing it on carefully and without significant change.
Given that the materials about Jesus were preserved and passed on in an orally skilled culture during the ten to twenty years from Jesus’ death until the first gospel was written, these materials would have been carefully preserved by people who were capable of such preservation. I find this to be powerful evidence for the historical reliability of the Gospels. However, there are four additional facts about this oral preservation that cement the Gospels’ reliability. For one thing, the recollections of the early Christians of Jesus’ teachings and deeds “were not individual memories but collective ones — confirmed by other eyewitnesses and burned into their minds by the constant retelling of the story. Thus, both the repetition of the stories about Jesus and the verification of such by other eyewitnesses served as checks and balances to the apostles’ accuracy.”10 The material about Jesus was recited in oral performances when the early church gathered for worship and instruction, and it was the collective memory of those who knew Jesus. The Gospels were not put together as a hodgepodge of the isolated memories of people scattered throughout the Ancient Near East.
Second, the material was memorized, preserved, and circulated in the very area where Jesus had lived and ministered and, thus, among eyewitnesses. These eyewitnesses would have provided a check on the tradition when it went astray. Perhaps the leading expert on oral tradition is James D. G. Dunn. According to Dunn, the fact that a community of Jesus’ followers gathered to preserve and spread this material in the first place, indicates that it was the material that formed the community and not vice versa:
If, as I have argued, it was the impact of what Jesus said and did that first brought the disciple group together as disciples, it would follow that the tradition [about Jesus] that gave them their identity as a group of disciples would be treasured by them, particularly during the period of Jesus’ continuing mission, during which … much of the tradition began to take its enduring shape.11
In other words, the oral tradition began during Jesus’ ministry, was initially formulated by His disciples, and they would have served as guardians for preserving the accuracy of that tradition. So the early origin of this oral tradition, along with the role of general eyewitnesses in the area and the influence of the apostles on the tradition, count heavily in favor of its historical reliability.
Reference to the apostles provides a fitting occasion to mention the third point. According to Dunn, in oral cultures generally, certain designated and recognized people were entrusted with the responsibility of performing/reciting and preserving the community’s tradition.12 And in the Jewish culture of Jesus’ day, it was customary for a rabbi to select certain pupils from among his students to designate them as authorities and give them the responsibility of memorizing his teachings/deeds and passing them on unchanged after the rabbi’s death. These designated pupils were given the responsibility of settling disputes about the exact nature of the rabbi’s teachings after his death. For several reasons, it seems clear that Jesus intentionally conformed to this pattern: (1) He was called “rabbi” and had pupils like other rabbis. (2) This broad pattern in rabbi/pupil relationships explains why Jesus selected twelve apostles in the first place. Indeed, their job was to serve as authorities in the community in a manner precisely parallel to the broader cultural pattern. (3) Designated rabbinic students had a specific way of referring to how they handled the tradition about the rabbi. They would “deliver over” to others what they had “received.” The phrases “delivered over” and “received” were technical terms used to refer to the careful dissemination of the rabbi’s sayings and deeds. But this is precisely how the apostles referred to their dissemination of the Jesus tradition (1 Corinthians 15:3-8; Galatians 2:1-10; Colossians 2:7; 1 Thessalonians 2:13). And Paul Barnett notes other key terms from the broader rabbinic practice that are used in the Gospels: “Jesus was called ‘rabbi’ and ‘followed’ by ‘disciples’ who ‘sat at his feet,’ ‘learned from him,’ took his ‘yoke’ upon them.”13
(4) It is highly probable that the apostles took notes and used written compilations of these notes alongside the oral tradition that would serve as an additional check for preserving its accuracy. For one thing, we now know that it was customary for disciples of a rabbi to do just this — engage in note taking. These notes were sometimes taken on wax tablets. Tax collectors in Jesus’ day often knew three languages and, in fact, had their own form of shorthand, so it may be no accident that Jesus selected a tax collector (Matthew) to be among the Twelve. It is also significant that the early Jesus movement and its transmission of the Jesus tradition flow from urban Jerusalem and not rural Galilee. This reinforces the idea that a rabbi/pupil relationship is the correct context for understanding the Jesus tradition, along with the note taking that was a part of rabbinic dissemination. Further, the Jesus tradition was passed on in the first decade or so in a synagogue-based, Jewish context. In such a context, public reading of Jesus’ sayings and deeds would have been important, and as with the synagogue, written texts of Jesus’ sayings and deeds would have arisen quickly to be read along with oral recitation.
The cumulative weight of this evidence provides substantial grounds for taking the Gospels to be reliable historical sources. Interestingly, when we examine the Gospels, we find exactly what one would expect if Jewish oral tradition and note taking form the background prior to their writing. Much of Jesus’ teaching is in poetic form in which there is parallelism, alliteration, and other techniques that aid memorization. In fact, it has been estimated that 80 percent of Jesus’ teaching is in rhythmic, easily memorized poetic form. In addition, there are sixty-four examples of easy-to-memorize threefold sayings (for example, “ask, seek, knock”). All this provides hard evidence for the historical reliability of the Gospels.
Miscellaneous Features of the Gospels That Underscore Their Historical Accuracy
It has always impressed me that the Gospels and Acts were written by people who knew the difference between fact and fiction, who attempted to write accurate history that recorded what actually happened, and who were quite capable of success — and actually did succeed — in this aim. In several places in the New Testament, the importance of eyewitness testimony is acknowledged (for example, Luke 1:1-4; John 21:24-25; Acts 1:21-26; 1 Corinthians 15; Galatians 1; 2 Peter 1:16; 1 John 1:1-4). And in these and other places, the New Testament writers tell us that they are being careful to record the exact truth of what happened. Of course they could have been lying or incompetent, but I believe there is considerable evidence that they intended to record the truth and did a good job of doing so. There are at least four lines of evidence for this claim.14
1. The inclusion of self-damaging or embarrassing details. Historians agree that if a document contains details that are embarrassing to or harm the author’s purpose for writing, then the details are likely to be historically reliable since there would be strong motivation to exclude them. The Gospels have numerous passages that cast doubt on Jesus’ divinity, character, or competence and make the leaders of the early church look like fools. For example, Jesus’ baptism by John (John only baptized sinners, yet Jesus was supposed to be sinless), the betrayal by Judas (Why would Jesus seemingly incompetently pick someone like Judas? Why would a close associate turn against Jesus?), Peter’s denial (this makes the leader of the early church look like an immoral coward and eviscerates his moral authority), Jesus’ crucifixion (which was reserved for criminals).
Paul Rhodes Eddy and Gregory A. Boyd add these (all references are to the gospel of Mark): Jesus’ own family questioned His sanity (3:21); Jesus could not perform many miracles in His own town (6:5); Jesus was rejected by people in His hometown (6:3); some thought Jesus was in collusion with, and even possessed by, the Devil (3:22,30); Jesus at times seemed to rely on common medicinal techniques (7:33; 8:23); Jesus’ healings were not always instantaneous (8:22-25); Jesus’ disciples were not always able to exorcise demons (9:18), and Jesus’ own exorcisms were not always instantaneously successful (5:8); Jesus seemingly suggested He was not “good” (10:18); Jesus associated with people of ill repute (2:14-16); Jesus was sometimes rude to people (7:27); Jesus seemed to disregard Jewish laws, customs, and cleanliness codes (2:23-25); Jesus often spoke and acted in culturally “shameful” ways (3:31-35); Jesus cursed a fig tree for not having any fruit when He was hungry, even though it was not even the season for bearing fruit (11:13-14); the disciples who were to form the foundation of the new community consistently seemed dull, obstinate, and eventually cowardly (8:32-33; 10:35-37; 14:37-40,50). There are answers to these cases, but that is not the point. That these are even present significantly increases the credibility of the Gospels.
2. The omission of relevant information and the inclusion of irrelevant information. If the Gospels were largely legendary creations by the church from AD 50–85 (when they were written; I am including the latest dating possible for the first three gospels), then how would the authors or their communities decide what to create and what not to create? Clearly, they would invent material and place it into the Gospel narratives that met the needs of the churches during the time (AD 50–85) when they were invented. For example, if believers were starting to die (and Jesus had not returned yet), then — on this mythological view — sayings of Jesus were invented and placed on His lips that addressed this situation by giving hope to those who died before the Second Coming.
But there are two problems with this scenario, and each points to the historical reliability of the Gospels. First, there are a number of important issues facing the churches from AD 50–85 for which it would have been wonderful to have (an invented) saying of Jesus, yet Jesus is strangely silent about them: what “Jewish” Gentiles must do to be accepted into the new community, the nature of spiritual gifts and how they were to be used in assembly meetings, how congregations were to be organized and run, the role of women in the early church, what attitude disciples should have toward meat sacrificed to idols, several ministries of the Holy Spirit, and church-state relations. Perhaps the single biggest omission is the presence of “Paulinisms” (statements that reflect the way Paul thought and spoke). Many of the churches from AD 50–85 were planted by Paul and the others were heavily influenced by him. This means that their way of thinking and talking about their faith would be influenced by Paul. But the Jesus of the Gospels, while not contradicting the teachings of Paul, does not sound like him. If many of Jesus’ sayings were inventions of the early church, the Jesus of the Gospels should think and sound a lot like Paul, but He does not.
Not only is there a lack of teaching by Jesus that was relevant to what the church was facing in AD 50–85, there is the presence of a lot of material that was, frankly, irrelevant to what they were facing. In this case, there would be no motive for including them in the Gospels besides the fact that they were things Jesus had actually said and, even though they were not particularly helpful to their pressing issues, the church retained them in the Gospels because they were accurate: Jesus’ attitude of favor toward Israel and its privileged place in God’s plan, Jesus’ use of “the son of Man” and parables, His controversies with the Pharisees about distinctively Jewish issues (for example, keeping the Sabbath).
3. The presence of Aramaisms and personal names. The Gospels were written in Greek predominantly to those who spoke that language. But Jesus most likely spoke Aramaic (though He also knew and on occasion used Greek). Now, there are a number of occasions when an Aramaic phrase occurs in the Gospels, and this most likely is retained even though the Greek reader would not know what it meant because it was historically accurate. There is no other good explanation for their presence. For example, “talitha koum” (Mark 5:41), “Ephphatha” (Mark 7:34), “Golgotha” (Mark 15:22). When Jesus says that the Pharisees “strain out a gnat but swallow a camel” (Matthew 23:24), He was making a play on Aramaic words (the Aramaic for “gnat” is galma and for “camel” is gamla). There are a number of other cases where this occurs.
There are two things of significance about the widespread use of personal names in the Gospels and Acts. For one thing, it is a feature of legend that eyewitnesses to events contained therein are not usually named, but the Gospels name them quite frequently. Second, Richard Bauckham recently published an incredible study of the personal names in the Gospels, and he has identified two facts that, he claims (correctly, in my view), provide strong evidence that the Gospels are factual accounts written by eyewitnesses.15
Here’s the first fact: Historians have discovered grocery lists, letters, and other documents from Jesus’ day and, on that basis, have developed a database of hundreds and hundreds of individuals’ names, along with the frequency of use each name enjoyed in the culture. That frequency is different for the strictly Palestinian Jewish community, the Diaspora (the scattered Gentile Jewish) community, and the strictly Gentile community. Incredibly, Bauckham discovered that the relative frequency of the various names used in the Gospels corresponds accurately with the three thousand names from the Palestinian Jewish community in the database, but not with the other two communities. If the names were inventions prior to or at the time of the Gospels’ writing, then the name frequency should correspond to the latter two communities (since they were the location where and provided the context for the writing of the Gospels). On the other hand, if the Gospels were eyewitness accounts of Jesus’ life as it unfolded in the Palestinian Jewish setting, one would expect the names to refer to real people and the frequency of usage to correspond to that of the Palestinian Jewish community. And that is what we have discovered.
Here’s the second fact: Since there were more people than names, a way had to be developed to distinguish several people with the same name, say, “Simon.” Several strategies were, in fact, developed (for example, by adding the father’s name — “John son of Zacharias”). When compared to the database, the strategies used in the Gospels and the frequency of their usage fit and only fit the Palestinian Jewish community. According to Bauckham, all this evidence indicates the implausibility of random invention of the names and underscores the eyewitness nature of the Gospels.
4. Archaeological confirmation of irrelevant details in the Gospels. Over and over again, archaeologists have made discoveries that confirm completely irrelevant, “picky little” details in Gospel stories. If one is writing a legend, one does not take pains to get small details accurate, especially if they have nothing to do with the reason for writing the account in the first place. Such confirmation shows that the Gospel writers were trying to get it right, even down to the level of insignificant details. Here are two examples of this selected from a much larger pool of candidates.
In John 5:1-15, Jesus is supposed to have healed a man at a place called the pool of Bethesda. The passage says that the pool was surrounded by five porticos (rows of columns supporting a roof). Until the 1890s, critics dismissed the entire narrative on the grounds that no one had ever discovered the pool. But, then, archaeologists discovered the pool, and it had exactly five porticoes, just as John said.
Here’s a second example: The author of Luke and Acts was concerned about the geographical area of Jerusalem and surrounding Judea as opposed to Galilee. Thus, the resurrection appearances in Luke occur in Judea and the Galilean appearances are omitted. Accordingly, Luke is familiar with and interested in customs and events in Judea. Now, in Luke 7:11-17, the story is told of Jesus raising the widow of Nain’s son from the dead when He comes upon the funeral procession. It is significant that Jesus speaks to the mother first, and then goes back to the coffin. This corresponds exactly to the custom in Galilee (the province containing Nain). In Galilean funeral processions, people walked in front of the casket. But in Judea, people walked behind the casket. If the account were a fabrication, one would expect the funeral to be described according to Judean practices. But it is not. Rather, it is accurately described, and this is what one would expect if the account were historically correct.
I wish I had time to discuss the accuracy of the book of Acts. There are literally hundreds of cases in which tiny details in Acts accurately capture geographical details, local customs, titles given to local governors, army units, major routes, descriptions of agricultural data, length of time to travel from one place to another, typical weather conditions of different locations, topology, and on and on and on.16 Acts is one of the most accurate pieces of historical writing we have from the ancient world.
THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS FROM THE DEAD
I close this chapter with reflections on what I consider to be not only the very heart of Christianity, but also an event so well attested that only personal or philosophical bias could justify its rejection. I am speaking of Jesus’ bodily resurrection from the dead three days after His execution. I am particularly impressed with four lines of evidence for this fact. First, the length of time from Jesus’ death until there was widespread belief in His resurrection can be dated to within five years, and many scholars would say a few months or even weeks, after the Crucifixion. There is not enough time for legend to develop. Some of the time factors cited above are relevant here. But I cannot resist adding one more consideration. Atheists and Christians agree that Paul wrote 1 Corinthians. Here is one of Paul’s assertion from 1 Corinthians 15:3-8:
For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. After that He appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom remain until now, but some have fallen asleep; then He appeared to James, then to all the apostles; and last of all, as to one untimely born, He appeared to me also. (NASB)
There are three key facts about this text: (1) It is preceded by the “deliver to,” “received” phrases that indicate the transmission of memorized material to be treated along the lines of oral tradition. (2) It is usually dated in the mid 30s because of the oral formula, the fact that this is in the form of a Hebrew poem and translates back into Aramaic nicely (making it an early hymn/creed), the fact that the primitive Jewish “Cephas” and “the twelve” are used instead of “Peter” and “the apostles,” which was more typical as time went on, and the fact that the term “sins” is in the plural, yet Paul usually uses “sin” in the singular (indicating that this is a text given to Paul, not one of his own writing). (3) Jesus appeared to five hundred people at once, many of whom were still alive and, by clear indication, could and should be interrogated by folks who had doubts.
The second and third facts are the empty tomb of Jesus and the resurrection appearances to the disciples. In his hernia-inducing, 817-page defense of the Resurrection, N. T. Wright argues that one cannot explain the origin of Christianity, especially the belief that Jesus had risen, without both facts.17 Given pagan and Jewish beliefs about life after death in those days, neither by itself can explain the early belief that Jesus was raised. If the empty tomb was a fact but there were no resurrection experiences, then the early church would have been taken to indicate that Jesus’ body was stolen, and His crucifixion and empty tomb would have been seen as a puzzle and a tragedy. If the resurrection appearances had occurred without the empty tomb, they would have been construed as visions or hallucinations. Let me say a bit more about each fact.
Several lines of evidence convince me that Jesus’ tomb was, indeed, empty three days after His burial. (1) The Gospel narratives are simple, unadorned, and do not exhibit later reflection. (2) The fact that women are alleged to be the first to witness and bear testimony to the empty tomb and to have undergone resurrection appearances simply must be accurate. A woman’s testimony was considered worthless in those days and, indeed, a woman could not testify in a court of law unless certain circumstances occurred (for example, a male from her family would back her testimony). The presence of women as the first witnesses would be highly counterproductive; it would raise doubt and suspicion among those who were being evangelized, and it represented an embarrassment to the early church. The only rational explanation for their presence is that this is what actually happened. (3) The description of Jesus’ tomb comports with archaeological finds of tombs around Jerusalem in Jesus’ day, and Joseph of Arimathea is most likely a real historical figure (you don’t invent a name for someone in the Sanhedrin because everyone knew who the members of this body were; being a rich man, Joseph would have had such a tomb, and the tomb would have been like those discovered by archaeologists). (4) The earliest Jewish response to the Resurrection proclamation was to say Jesus’ body was stolen, a response that grants the empty tomb. (5) In Jesus’ day, at least fifty tombs of holy men were sites of yearly veneration by the rabbi’s/priest’s followers, yet Jesus’ tomb was never used this way. This could only be taken as a sign of disrespect for Jesus, unless, of course, the early church did not associate Jesus’ tomb with the place where Jesus was. Indeed, the early church did have such times of veneration, but they did not venerate Jesus’ character or teachings. They celebrated the fact that He had been killed! This is odd, unless they did not think He was still dead. The veneration took place, of course, in the regular practice of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, both of which celebrate the Resurrection.
Regarding the resurrection appearances, almost all scholars agree that the disciples had “resurrection appearances of Jesus” after His death. They were obviously sincere in their proclamation of Jesus’ resurrection, they clearly did not invent what they preached, they suffered lives of hardship, they were martyred for their belief, and they subjected themselves to damnation in hell if they fabricated something that Jehovah God had done and falsely and intentionally bore witness to a lie. Remember, they believed in the existence of hell and the God of the Old Testament, and they were not about to lie in this way. People often die for mistaken beliefs, but that is not what we have here. We have people dying for something they saw, heard, and physically touched. That’s very different.
These experiences could not reasonably have been hallucinations. For one thing, Jesus appeared to several groups of people, including five hundred folks at once, and these people were not anticipating Jesus’ showing up after He was killed. There was no wish fulfillment involved. And if the early followers of Jesus had, in fact, undergone hallucination, they would never have interpreted them as experiences of a resurrected person. Here’s why: In those days, it was universally believed that there was one and only one resurrection at the end of the age at which time everyone was raised from the dead all at once. There was no concept of a solo resurrection by an individual prior to that end-time event. So they would never have thought of the category of “resurrection” to interpret their hallucinatory experiences. Not only that, but there were other categories understood to be quite distinct from “resurrection” that they would have used to interpret “experiences of Jesus” after His death: resuscitations (the individual comes back to life in a mortal body that will die again, whereas the end-time resurrection involves an immortal body) and translations directly to heaven (as they believed had happened to Enoch), which were considered to be entirely different from a resurrection. In my view, the best explanation for these experiences is that Jesus had actually risen from the dead and appeared to various individuals and groups.18
There is an additional line of evidence for Jesus’ resurrection that serves, as it were, double duty. It not only provides additional evidence, but it helps to answer the “So what?” question. I am referring to the fact that for two thousand years, millions of pilgrims have encountered the risen Jesus and had their lives transformed as a result. If you have not already done so, you should perform a devotional experiment in which you place your trust in Jesus, cast yourself on Him and His kindness, and seek Him with all your heart. Begin to attempt to do what He taught, and you will begin to see the power of His presence and kingdom manifest itself in, through, and around you. This will be the final confirmation that a life of discipleship unto the luminous Nazarene is, indeed, entrance into the Way, the Truth, and the Life.19
PART FOUR
GUARANTEEING
A FUTURE FOR
THE CHRISTIAN
MIND
CHAPTER TEN
RECAPTURING THE INTELLECTUAL LIFE IN THE CHURCH
Saint Paul tells us that the church — not the university, the media, or the public schools — is the pillar and support of the truth (1 Timothy 3:15). But you would never know it by actually examining our local church practices week by week or by observing the goals and objectives set by many parachurch ministries. We evangelicals need to ask ourselves three very important and painful questions.
First, why is our impact not proportionate to our numbers? If the evangelical community is even one-third the size polls tell us it is, we should be turning this culture upside down. Second, why are ministers no longer viewed as the intellectual and cultural leaders in their communities that they once were? Compared to pastors of the past, contemporary ministers have lost much of their authority among both unbelievers and the members of their own flocks. Third, how is it possible for a person to be an active member of an evangelical church for twenty or thirty years and still know next to nothing about the history and theology of the Christian religion, the methods and tools required for serious Bible study, and the skills and information necessary to preach and defend Christianity in a post-Christian, neopagan culture?
I cannot offer a full response to these questions here, even if I were adequate for the task (which I am not). But forty years of ministry have convinced me of this: Among a small handful of factors foundational to such a response is the hostility or indifference to the development of an intellectual life in the way we go about our business in the church. Having planted two churches and four Campus Crusade ministries from scratch, pastored in two other congregations, and spoken in hundreds of churches during the last quarter century, I have become convinced that we evangelicals neither value nor have a strategy for developing every member of our congregations to one degree or another as a Christian thinker. To convince yourself of this you need only look regularly at the types of books that show up on the Christian booksellers’ top-ten list. Since the 1960s, we have experienced an evolution in what we expect a local church pastor to be. Forty years ago he was expected to be a resident authority on theology and biblical teaching. Slowly this gave way to a model of the pastor as the CEO of the church, the administrative and organizational leader. Today the ministers we want are Christianized pop therapists who are entertaining to listen to.
In the midst of all this, the church has become primarily a hospital to soothe empty selves instead of a war college to mobilize and train an army of men and women to occupy territory and advance the kingdom until the King returns. Of course, the church should actually be both hospital and war college and, in fact, much, much more. But there is no question that we are not succeeding in mobilizing such an army and training them with the intellectual and spiritual skills necessary to enter deeply and profoundly into the spiritual life and to destroy speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God. A church incompetent cannot effectively be a church militant. And make no mistake, like it or not, we are in a war for the hearts, minds, and destinies of men and women all around us.
Because the stakes are so high, we simply cannot afford to tolerate this situation any longer. I am not suggesting that we evangelicals are not making progress or doing well in a number of areas. But neither is my head in the sand. We must recommit ourselves to developing richer, deeper, more powerful churches for Jesus Christ and the good of others and ourselves. And as philosopher Roger Trigg points out, it is a matter of common sense that “Any commitment, it seems, depends on two distinct elements. It presupposes certain beliefs [to be true] and it also involves a personal dedication to the actions implied by them.”1 This means that we must become convinced that change is needed and we must be willing to pay the price to bring about that change.
Change is not valuable for its own sake, and I have no interest in novelty just to be novel. Many of the things we do in the local church are good and should remain a part of our philosophy of ministry. But no business, movement, or group will survive and flourish if its resistance to relevant and important change is rooted in the idea that we should keep doing something simply because that’s the way we’ve always done it. The purpose of this chapter is to rouse discussion among us and to provide some practical suggestions with which to experiment in our churches. If you don’t agree with the ideas and suggestions to follow, then at least argue about them among your brothers and sisters. Find out where and why you think I am wrong and come up with better suggestions.
I offer one word of caution before we proceed. If what I am about to say is true, then we need to change a number of things we are currently doing in the church. Unfortunately, people can get hurt in the way we bring about change, and it is all too easy to look for people to blame for things that are going wrong. These harmful approaches and attitudes are foreign to the Spirit of Christ, so read what follows with a tender spirit as well as with a tough mind.
REFURBISHING THE LOCAL CHURCH
Philosophy of Ministry
1. No senior pastors. Any local church or any individual believer should have a philosophy of ministry — that is, a view about the purpose, objectives, structures, and methods of ministry that ought to characterize a local church ministry. In my view, any philosophy of local church ministry ought to be clear about three very crucial ideas. First, the local church in the New Testament contained a plurality of elders (Acts 14:23; 20:28; Philippians 1:1; Hebrews 13:17). The New Testament knows nothing about a senior pastor. In my opinion, the emergence of the senior pastor in the local church is one of the factors that has most significantly undermined the development of healthy churches.
Think about it. More and more people go into the pastorate to get their own significance needs met, and congregations are increasingly filled with empty selves, as we saw in chapter 4. Given these facts, the senior-pastor model actually produces a codependence that often feeds the egos of senior pastors while allowing parishioners to remain passive. None of this is intentional, but the effects are still real. The senior pastor model tends to create a situation in which we identify the church as “Pastor Smith’s church” and parishioners come to support his ministry. If a visitor asks where the minister is, instead of pointing to the entire congregation (as the New Testament would indicate, since we are all ministers of the New Covenant), we actually point to Pastor Smith. On the other hand, poor Pastor Smith increasingly gets isolated from people and peer accountability, and eventually, he dries up spiritually if he is not careful.
The local church should be led and taught by a plurality of voices called elders, and these voices should be equal. If so-called lay elders (I dislike the word lay!) do not have the seminary training possessed by those paid to be in “full-time” local church ministry, then the church needs to develop a long-term plan to give them that training in the church itself or elsewhere. No one person has enough gifts, perspective, and maturity to be given the opportunity disproportionately to shape the personality and texture of a local church. If Christ is actually the head of the church, our church structures ought to reflect that fact, and a group of undershepherds, not a senior pastor, should collectively seek His guidance in leading the congregation.
2. What the pastoral staff and elders should be doing. Second, Ephesians 4:11-16 may well be the most critical section in the entire New Testament for informing the nature of local church leadership. In that passage, the apostle Paul tells us that God has given the church evangelists and pastors-teachers (among other persons) who have a very specific function in the body. Their job description is to equip others for ministry, not to do the ministry themselves and have others come and passively support them. For example, the test of the gift of evangelism is not how effective you are at winning others to Christ, but rather, your track record at training others to evangelize. The senior-pastor model tends to centralize ministry around the church building and the pastor himself. Where he is, is where the action is. We bring people to him to evangelize, to counsel, and so forth. In this view, there is little need to actually equip parishioners to develop their own gifts, talents, and ministries because their job is to support the minister.
But according to Ephesians 4, this tradition has it backward. New Testament ministry is decentralized, and the function of pastors-teachers is to equip others to do the ministry. If we were more serious about this approach, we would do a better job of providing theological, biblical, philosophical, psychological, and other forms of training in our churches because without it, the ministers (that is, the members of the church) would not be adequately equipped to do the ministry.
3. The distinction between forms and functions. Third, we need to make a careful distinction between forms and functions in the church. A New Testament function is an absolute biblical mandate that every church must do — for example, edify believers, worship God, evangelize the lost, and so forth. Functions are unchanging nonnegotiables.
By contrast, a form is a culturally relative means of fulfilling biblical functions. Forms are valuable as a means to accomplish those functions and should be constantly evaluated, kept, or replaced in light of their effectiveness. Examples of forms are the existence of youth directors, Sunday school classes, vacation Bible schools, the order used in the worship service along with the kinds of music utilized, and so forth. We must keep in mind that we are free — genuinely and honestly free in Christ — to adjust our forms any way we wish, under the constraints of common sense, biblical teaching, and effectiveness. If the way a specific church conducts Sunday school classes is not effective in fulfilling the function of teaching people in the faith, then we should change it.
Serious harm has been done to our churches by confusing forms and functions and by clinging to the former just because we have always done them a certain way. We have no right to adjust our functions, but we have a duty to examine constantly our forms. A church that does not do this will have a lot to answer for at the judgment seat of the Head of the church.
Before I offer several suggestions for refurbishing the local church that, in one way or another, express these three core components of philosophy of ministry, I want to summarize more precisely what I am claiming. The local church ought to be led by a plurality of elders whose main job is to develop the ministries of others. They are to see to it that members of the body discover their spiritual gifts and natural talents and receive the training and equipping necessary to be good at their ministries individually and corporately. The elders are free to do whatever is necessary to the forms in the church in order to succeed in equipping the saints to accomplish biblical functions for the church. If this is correct, then the church must see herself as an educational institution, and the development of the Christian mind will be at the forefront of the church’s ministry strategy of equipping the saints.
Practical Suggestions
Here are a number of practical suggestions for making this philosophy of ministry a reality in the local church. I have actually done most of these in my own ministry and have witnessed their effectiveness firsthand.
1. Sermons. We must overhaul our understanding of the sermon along with our evaluation of what counts as a good one. The filling station approach (people come each week to get filled up until next week) is itself running out of gas. Yet we persist in viewing the sermon as a popular message that ought to be grasped easily by all who attend and evaluated solely on the basis of its pleasurableness, entertainment value, and practical orientation. Unfortunately, twenty years of exposure to these types of messages result in a congregation filled with people who have learned very little about their religion and who are inappropriately dependent upon someone else to tell them what to believe each week.
I do not dispute that sermons should be interesting and of practical value. But when most people say they want a sermon to be practical, I don’t think they really mean how-tos and religious formulas as opposed to reasoned sermons that argue a case and actually cause people to learn something new. After all, most practicing Christians sense deep in their hearts that they know far too little about their faith and are embarrassed about it. They want to be stretched to learn something regularly and cumulatively over the years by the sermons they hear. What people really want when they say they desire practical sermons is this: They want passion and deep commitment to come through the message instead of a talk that sounds like it was hurriedly put together the day before.
How can we improve the quality of the sermons in our churches? I have three suggestions. First, we need to be more thoughtful and serious about supplementary material for the sermon. A small bulletin insert with three points is inadequate if, in fact, the sermon is a teaching vehicle. Instead, a detailed handout of two or three pages on regular-sized paper ought to be given to people. It should include detailed, structured notes following the sermon structure; a set of study exercises on the last page; recommendations for further reflection that week; and a bibliography. After a series is completed, these could be put together (with sermon CDs) to form a nice minicourse on the series topic for later study or distribution to those not attending the church.
Further, before a series begins, a book or commentary should be selected, order forms passed out, and copies sold the week before the series begins. Reading assignments could be given each week during the series. I once preached a series on 1 Peter, and seventy-five copies of a good commentary on the book were purchased by the congregation. I listed each week’s text along with the relevant page numbers in the commentary on a sheet of paper the first week of the series. A number of people came to the sermon prepared to think about what I was teaching since they had read the commentary on the text prior to the message. Among other things, this forced me to work harder on my messages because people were not taking my word for it about the meaning of a passage! Can you imagine! They had their own ideas about the text!
Anything we can do with supplementary materials to get people reading and thinking about a series topic will enhance learning and growth.
Second, from time to time a minister should intentionally pitch a message to the upper one-third of the congregation, intellectually speaking. This may leave some people feeling a bit left out and confused during the sermon, which is unfortunate, but the alternative (which we follow almost all the time) is to dumb down our sermons so often that the upper one-third get bored and have to look elsewhere for spiritual and intellectual food. The intellectual level of our messages ought to be varied to provide more of a balance for all of the congregation. Furthermore, such an approach may motivate those in the lower two-thirds to work to catch up!
Finally, for two reasons I do not think a single individual ought to preach more than half (twenty-six) the Sundays during the year. First, no one person ought to have a disproportionate influence through the pulpit because, inevitably, the church will take on that person’s strengths, weaknesses, and emphases. Now, who among us is adequate for this? No one. By rotating speakers, the body gets exposure to God’s truth being poured through a number of different personalities, and that is more healthy. If one person is a better speaker than the others, he should train (equip) the rest over the years to be more adequate. As a result, the local church will have a growing number of competent leaders able to preach and consequently not be so dependent on one person.
Here is an important question: Would it inordinately impact your church’s attendance and effectiveness if the main preacher went to another church? If the answer is yes, your church is going about its business in the wrong way. Leaders are not being developed in the body, and the pulpit is not being adequately shared.
Second, no one who preaches week after week can do adequate study for a message or deeply process and internalize the sermon topic spiritually. What inevitably happens is that a pastor will rely on his speaking ability and skills at putting together a message. Unfortunately, I have been in this situation myself, and my messages started sounding hollow and packaged. After several weeks of preaching, I started giving talks instead of preaching my passions and feeding others the fruits of my own deep study. In one church where I was a pastor-teacher, we rotated preaching among four people and each of us knew that he would have a four- to eight-week series coming up in, say, three months. That gave us the chance to work on a subject for a long time. By the time our turn on the calendar arrived, we were well prepared intellectually and spiritually.
2. The church library. Those in charge of the church library should see their job to be one of enlisting a growing number of church members into an army of readers and learners who, over the years, are becoming spiritually mature, clearly thinking believers who know what and why they believe. The church library ought to be large, and it should contain intellectual resources and not just self-help books. I recognize that building the church library costs money, but our investment of funds should reflect our values and we should value intellectual resources enough to pay for them.
In one church where I was a pastor-teacher, we had a library of twelve thousand volumes. As with most church libraries, its location was off the beaten path. So every single Sunday different volunteers on a rotating basis set up tables in the foyer, placed five hundred books on those tables, and actually greeted people at the door and invited them to check out a book or purchase a minicourse from a previous sermon series. Hundreds of books were regularly checked out and read that would have stayed on the shelf if we had simply left them in the out-of-sight-out-of-mind church library.
Church librarians should see to it that book reviews are regularly inserted into the bulletin and that each month several copies of a featured book are secured on consignment and sold in the lobby. For several years, the railroad industry all but died in this country because it wrongly defined its purpose. Railroad employees should have seen themselves in the transportation industry, not the railroad industry per se. Likewise, those who work in the church library must ask themselves what they are about. They do not serve to process books and keep the library open. They serve to enhance the development of a thinking, reading, literate congregation.
3. Sunday school and study centers. For many churches, the main purpose for a Sunday school class is to enfold, not to educate. A Sunday school class provides a place of contact with a mid-sized group numbering somewhere between the large congregational meeting and the small group. So understood, Sunday school classes require no preparation and little commitment to study on the part of their participants, and, if judged by their effects over several years, they accomplish little by way of actual education. Now it may surprise you to know that I do not think that this situation is bad in and of itself. More specifically, I think some vehicle for enfolding people and building group cohesion at a mid-sized-level church is appropriate, and Sunday school may well be that vehicle.
What we need, however, is to develop alternative, parallel classes that have a distinctively educational focus, so people can choose one or the other or alternate between the two. Years ago I colabored at Grace Fellowship Church in Baltimore for three years in what we called the Grace Discovery Center. We developed a set of course offerings that changed each quarter of the year. A few weeks prior to a change in church quarter, we passed out a list of course offerings and signed people up for the study center classes.
Courses cost from $25 to $75 depending on the number of hours of classroom instruction required. We varied the times of meeting. Some Discovery Center classes met on Wednesday nights from 7:00 to 9:00 p.m., some met for three hours on four consecutive Saturday mornings, some lasted from 7:00 to 9:30 Friday evening and from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. the following day with a lunch break, others ran parallel to the Sunday school hour. Each course had a syllabus, required texts, and assignments (papers, letters to the editor, etc.), and grades were given out. We had classes in Greek, counseling, systematic theology, church history, apologetics, the history of philosophy, various vocations (medical ethics, Christianity and science, education and childhood development), and other areas. We used books written by unbelievers as well as believers and published by companies ranging from Oxford University Press to standard evangelical houses. If your church doesn’t have the teaching resources for such a study center, you should band together with two or three other churches and form a jointly sponsored study center.
The Discovery Center also sponsored focused weekend retreats not of interest to everyone. For example, a group of around forty adults in the church had a special interest in Christianity and politics. So the Discovery Center responded to the need to equip these saints by hosting a weekend conference on the topic and flying in a Christian scholar who could address it competently, and we required that all attenders purchase and read a specific book on the topic (and state on a three-by-five-inch card they had done so) before they could attend.
The simple fact is that Sunday school as it’s currently practiced is not doing the job of developing the Christian mind, and there may be more pressing, legitimate objectives (enfolding) for such classes. If this is so, we need to develop other ways of seeing to it that the local church develops Christian thinkers equipped to do the work of ministry. At the church in Baltimore, one group of twenty people studied psychology and pastoral counseling for a whole year under a local Christian psychologist. One Sunday morning, we called them all up to the front of the church and passed out a list of their names and phone numbers to the congregation, and the elders laid hands on them to dedicate this group to the body as those responsible for the counseling ministry in the church. None of us who were elders or paid staff members were especially gifted in this area, but we saw our biblical mandate to be that of ensuring the job was done by equipping others. Among other things, this freed us up to do more work in leadership development in the church while those with the training and desire to counsel fulfilled that role in the body.
Likewise, eighteen engineers and scientists in the body went through an eighteen-month study of science and Christianity. One Sunday morning we dedicated this group in front of the church just as we had the counseling group. These scientists and engineers were looked to by the body as people who could help families if issues in creation and evolution arose. For the first time in their lives, what these men and women had studied in college and chosen as a vocation became relevant to their discipleship unto Jesus and their ministry in the body! We need to offer more courses in church partitioned along vocational lines to tap into natural motivation, opportunity, and talent.
4. Deepening the value of the intellectual life and raising the visibility of Christian intellectuals and intellectual work. A group’s values will largely determine the corporate and individual behavior of the group. And a group must find ways to foster, sustain, and propagate its values among its members. If the local church is to overcome its anti-intellectualism, it must find ways to raise conscious awareness of the value of the intellectual life among its members. Most believers know the names of leading Christian speakers and radio personalities. But how many of us know our Christian intellectuals, celebrate their accomplishments on our behalf, pray regularly for the intellectual war they wage, and hold them forth as heroes and vocational role models among our teenagers? If we do this for missionaries, why don’t we do it for Christian intellectuals? We should, because we are in a struggle about ideas and need to raise up a new generation of Christian scholars. In our master of arts program in philosophy and ethics at Talbot School of Theology, one of our goals is to help raise up one hundred men and women in the next twenty-five years who will study under us, go on for their PhD, and become evangelical university professors at schools all across the country. The local church needs to be more intentional about fostering the intellectual life and mobilizing a new generation of Christian intellectuals. Here are some suggestions for doing this.
First, we should regularly incorporate vocational or apologetical testimonies and book reports on timely topics into our services. Selected worshippers should be given five minutes to share how they are growing to think more Christianly as a businessperson, a teacher, or whatever. They should share what they are reading, the issues with which they are grappling, and the progress they are making. People should share occasions where apologetics has aided their own ministry of evangelism and discipleship. Once a month we ought to entertain a brief book review of a key new book, some of which should be written by influential unbelievers. We can do a better job of encouraging a life of reading, apologetical argumentation, and vocational integration during our services.
Second, we ought to identify intellectual leaders who are associated with the evangelical community or historic Christianity more broadly conceived and find ways to hold forth their lifework as possible vocations for our young people. Further, Christian intellectuals, especially university professors, sometimes feel a bit estranged from the sociological ambience of their local churches and from the anti-Christian ideas of their colleagues. We need to do a better job of recognizing, celebrating, enfolding, and aiding these intellectuals in their work. An occasional bulletin announcement to pray for professor so-and-so who labors for Christ at a local college would be a wonderful thing. We get upset because we are underrepresented in the university. But how many churches have taken specific steps to encourage the university professors (and graduate students soon to be university professors) among their membership to be faithful to orthodoxy and to be bold in their vocation?
Third, we need to prepare teenagers for the intellectual world they will face in college. The summer after high school graduation, it would be a good idea to hold a summer institute in apologetics and try to offer some worldview instruction to prepare our young brothers and sisters to think more carefully about what they will study at the university. Such an institute could also be used to challenge teens with the ideal of vocation as the point of college in the first place. Having worked with college students for twenty-six years, I can testify that our churches are not preparing young people for what they will face intellectually in their college years, and we simply must be more intentional about this.
Fourth, we should be more proactive in supporting and enfolding members of the body who go to graduate school. Many churches have a number of people each year who engage in graduate studies. Often, these people begin to identify with their department of study in such a way that they are sociologized out of a vibrant evangelical commitment. Why should we abandon these students in this way? Graduate students do not simply need the same sort of fellowship as everyone else in the church. They need intellectual support as well. I think each August we should print a list of students heading off for graduate school that includes their names, universities, addresses, and majors. These students should be brought before the congregation, admonished to develop Christian minds in their graduate work, and dedicated to the Lord by the laying on of hands by the elders. If possible, they should be paired up with someone in the church who is engaged in the same vocation, and this person could be available for support through letters, phone conversations about issues in the discipline, and so forth. Can you imagine the extent to which the Christian mind would emerge in this culture if thousands of churches began to practice this?
Finally, we need to increase our individual and congregational giving to support Christian scholarship. When I speak in a church, I sometimes challenge people to ask themselves just how much of their individual giving or church budget goes to support the development of Christian scholarship? Most people have never even thought of such an idea. Evangelical colleges and seminaries are grossly underfunded. As a result, many such schools are tuition driven and their faculties are underpaid, strapped with inordinate teaching loads, and left with inadequate library resources and funds for professional conferences compared to their secular counterparts. And we expect those schools and their faculties to compete in the war of ideas!
Moreover, there is less scholarship money available to students who attend evangelical colleges and seminaries compared to those who attend secular institutions. When I did my doctorate at USC, I received $10,000 a year for three years. The university knew that if I (and other graduate students) had time to spend in the library and on academic work, this would increase my chances of getting a teaching job and making a contribution in the academic world, and eventually, would bode well for USC. Unfortunately, students at evangelical seminaries face high tuitions and, therefore, must work at part-time jobs when they could be in the library improving their educational experience and ministerial training. If we evangelicals are tired of being underrepresented in the media, the university, and the government, then we need to support evangelical scholarship, especially solid evangelical colleges and seminaries, because such institutions nurture the intellectual leaders of the future.
SUMMARY
The morning I began to write this chapter, I picked up the newspaper and read the editorial page. One of the featured editorials was a defense of Promise Keepers against feminist and liberal critiques of that movement.2 The article was articulate, carefully written, overtly evangelical, and powerfully presented. And it was read by millions of people. What really stirred my heart, however, was not just the substance of the article but who wrote it — Brad Stetson. This may not mean much to you, but it was symbolic to me. I have met Dr. Stetson. He is a young, dedicated evangelical who did his PhD in social ethics concurrently with two of my faculty colleagues and he is symbolic of a new and, I hope, growing breed of younger evangelical intellectuals. I was encouraged to see a faithful, well-trained evangelical scholar impact the public marketplace of ideas that is available to laypeople in the community.
What I am saying in this chapter is that we need one hundred thousand Brad Stetsons to write editorials, penetrate secular universities, write books, speak on talk shows, and much, much more. The local church needs to be more intentional in finding and developing the young Brad Stetsons now in her ranks. May almighty God help us to do just that.
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Mahoney, Daniel J. The Conservative Foundations of the Liberal Order: Defending Democracy Against Its Modern Enemies and Immoderate Friends. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2011.
Mansfield, Harvey C. Tocqueville: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010.
Marty, Martin. Building Cultures of Trust. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010.
Mitchell, Mark T., and Nathan Schlueter. The Humane Vision of Wendell Berry. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2011.
Sommerville, John C. Religion in the National Agenda: What We Mean by Religious, Spiritual, Secular. Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2009.
Intermediate Resources
Beckwith, Francis J. Politics for Christians: Statecraft as Soulcraft. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010.
Budziszewski, J. The Line Through the Heart: Natural Law as Fact, Theory, and Sign of Contradiction. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2009.
Carey, George W. Freedom and Virtue: The Conservative/Libertarian Debate. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 1998.
Forsythe, Clarke D. Politics for the Greatest Good: The Case for Prudence in the Public Square. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009.
Guerra, Marc D. Christians as Political Animals: Taking the Measure of Modernity and Modern Democracy. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2010.
Lindsay, D. Michael. Faith in the Halls of Power: How Evangelicals Joined the American Elite. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2007.
O’Donovan, Oliver. Bonds of Imperfection: Christian Politics, Past and Present. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003.
Sweetman, Brendan. Why Politics Needs Religion: The Place of Religious Arguments in the Public Square. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2006.
Taylor, Charles. Modern Social Imaginaries. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003.
VanDrunen, David. Natural Law and the Two Kingdoms: A Study in the Development of Reformed Social Thought. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010.
Advanced Resources
Audi, Robert, and Nicholas Wolterstorff. Religion in the Public Square: The Place of Religious Convictions in Political Debate. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997.
Bartholomew, Craig, Jonathan Chaplin, Robert Song, and Al Wolters, eds. A Royal Priesthood? The Use of the Bible Ethically and Politically: A Dialogue with Oliver O’Donovan. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002.
Gregg, Samuel. On Ordered Liberty: A Treatise on the Free Society. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2003.
Gregory, Eric. Politics and the Order of Love: An Augustinian Ethic of Democratic Citizenship. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010.
Hunter, James Davison. To Change the World: The Irony, Tragedy and Possibility of Christianity in the Late Modern World. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2010.
Laycock, Douglas. Religious Liberty Series. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010.
Mahoney, Daniel J. Bertrand De Jouvenel: Conservative Liberal and Illusions of Modernity. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2005.
Matthewes, Charles. The Republic of Grace: Augustinian Thoughts for Dark Times. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010.
Matthewes, Charles. A Theology of Public Life. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008.
O’Donovan, Oliver, and Joan Lockwood O’Donovan. From Irenaeus to Grotius: A Sourcebook in Christian Political Thought. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999.
Porter, Jean. Ministers of the Law: A Natural Law Theory of Legal Authority. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010.
To read more in this area, please consult Claremont Review of Books, City Journal, Faith and International Affairs, Journal of Markets and Morality, First Things, Perspectives on Political Science, Political Science Reviewer, Society. For helpful primary sources on Catholic Social Thought, see www.thesocialagenda.com. For ancient, medieval, renaissance, and modern political primary sources, see The Liberty Fund (http://oll.libertyfund.org).
The writings of John Witte Jr. on law and human rights are worthwhile. For example, see John Witte Jr. and Frank S. Alexander, Christianity and Human Rights: An Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); with John A. Nichols, Religion and the American Constitutional Experiment (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2010); Christianity and Law: An Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); with Frank S. Alexander, The Teaching of Modern Christianity on Law, Politics, and Human Nature, 2 vol. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005, 2007); God’s Joust, God’s Justice: Law and Religion in the Western Tradition (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006).
P. COMMUNICATION STUDIES, TECHNOLOGY, AND MEDIA ECOLOGY
Beginner Resources
Challies, Tim. The Next Story: Life and Faith After the Digital Explosion. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011.
Muehlhoff, Timothy M., and J. P. Moreland. The God Conversation: Using Stories and Illustrations to Explain Your Faith. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2007.
Powers, William. Hamlet’s BlackBerry: Building a Good Life in the Digital Age. New York: Harper, 2011.
Reynolds, Gregory Edward. The Word Is Worth a Thousand Pictures: Preaching in the Electronic Age. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2001.
Schultze, Quintin J. An Essential Guide to Public Speaking: Serving Your Audience with Faith, Skill, and Virtue. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006.
Schultze, Quintin J. Communicating for Life: Christian Stewardship in Community and Media. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2000.
Siegel, Lee. Against the Machine: Being Human in the Age of the Electronic Mob. New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2008.
Sommerville, C. John. How the News Makes Us Dumb: The Death of Wisdom in an Information Society. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999.
Stark, Rodney. What Americans Really Believe. Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2008.
Woods, Robert H., Jr. Prophetically Incorrect: A Christian Introduction to Media Criticism. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2010.
Intermediate Resources
Aboujaoude, Elias. Virtually You: The Dangerous Powers of the E-Personality. New York: Norton, 2011.
Badaracco, Claire H. Quoting God: How Media Shape Ideas About Religion and Culture. Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2004.
Dickerson, Matthew. The Mind and the Machine: What It Means to Be Human and Why It Matters. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2011.
Dyer, John. From the Garden to the City: The Redeeming and Corrupting Power of Technology. Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2011.
Kallenberg, Brad J. God and Gadgets: Following Jesus in a Technological Age. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011.
Marshall, Paul, Lela Gilbert, and Roberta Green-Ahmanson, eds. Blind Spot: When Journalists Don’t Get Religion. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2008.
Muehlhoff, Tim, and Todd Lewis. Authentic Communication: Christian Speech Engaging Culture. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010.
Schultze, Quentin. Habits of the High-Tech Heart: Living Virtuously in the Information Age. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004.
Song, Felicia Wu. Virtual Communities: Bowling Alone, Online Together. New York: Peter Lang, 2009.
Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other. New York: Basic Books, 2011.
Advanced Resources
Borgmann, Albert. Power Failure: Christianity in the Culture of Technology. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2003.
Borgmann, Albert. Technology and the Character of Contemporary Life: A Philosophical Inquiry. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987.
Brock, Brian. Christian Ethics in a Technological Age. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010.
Campbell, Heidi. When Religion Meets New Media. London: Routledge, 2010.
Melzer, Arthur M., Jerry Weinberger, and M. Richard Zinman, eds. Technology in the Western Political Tradition. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993.
Peters, John Durham. Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999.
Postman, Neil. Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology. New York: Vintage Books, 1993.
Scharff, Robert, and Val Dusek. Philosophy of Technology: The Technological Condition, An Anthology. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2003.
Swearengen, Jack Clayton. Beyond Paradise: Technology and the Kingdom of God. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2007.
Zengotita, Thomas de. Mediated: How the Media Shapes Our World and the Way We Live in It. New York: Bloomsbury, 2006.
To read more in this area, please consult Communication Research Trends, Journal of Communication and Religion, New Atlantis, Technology and Culture, Charleston Advisor, Wired magazine, Fast Company, GizMag.com. See also the relevant resources in Appendix 2.
Q. EDUCATION
Beginner Resources
Bauer, Susan Wise. The Well-Educated Mind: A Guide to the Classical Education You Never Had. New York: Norton, 2003.
Bauer, Susan Wise, and Jessie Wise. The Well-Trained Mind: A Guide to Classical Education at Home. 3rd ed. New York: Norton, 2009.
Budziszewski, J. How to Stay Christian in College. Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2004.
Chediak, Alex. Thriving at College: Make Great Friends, Keep Your Faith, and Get Ready for the Real World. Wheaton, IL: Tyndale, 2011.
Garber, Steven. The Fabric of Faithfulness: Weaving Together Belief and Behavior. Expanded edition. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2007.
Melleby Derek. Make College Count: A Faithful Guide to Life + Learning. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011.
Morrow, Jonathan. Welcome to College: A Christ-Follower’s Guide for the Journey. Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2008.
Opitz, Donald, and Derek Melleby. The Outrageous Idea of Academic Faithfulness: A Guide for Students. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2007.
Wartenberg, Thomas E. Big Ideas for Little Kids: Teaching Philosophy Through Children’s Literature. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlfield Education, 2009.
Wilson, Douglas. The Case for Classical Christian Education. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2003.
Intermediate Resources
Estep, James, Michael Anthony, and Greg Allison. A Theology for Christian Education. Nashville: B&H Academic, 2008.
Habermas, Ronald T. Introduction to Christian Education and Formation: A Lifelong Plan for Christ-Centered Restoration. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008.
Issler, Klaus, and Ronald T. Habermas. How We Learn: A Christian Teacher’s Guide to Educational Psychology. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2002.
Kronman, Anthony T. Education’s End: Why Our Colleges and Universities Have Given Up on the Meaning of Life. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007.
Littlejohn, Robert, and Charles T. Evans. Wisdom and Eloquence: A Christian Paradigm for Classical Learning. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006.
Parrett, Gary A., and S. Steven Kang. Teaching the Faith, Forming the Faithful: A Biblical Vision for Education in the Church. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009.
Smith, Christian, Kari Christoffersen, Hilary Davidson, and Patricia Snell-Herzog. Lost in Transition: The Dark Side of Emerging Adulthood. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2011.
Smith, Christian, and Patricia Snell. Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2009.
Smith, David I., and James K. A. Smith. Teaching and Christian Practices: Reshaping Faith and Learning. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011.
Sommerville, C. John. Religious Ideas for Secular Universities. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009.
Advanced Resources
Budde, Michael L., and John Wright, eds. Conflicting Allegiances: The Church-Based University in a Liberal Democratic Society. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2004.
Gamble, Richard. The Great Tradition: Classic Readings on What It Means to Be an Educated Human Being. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2009.
Graham, Gordon. The Institution of Intellectual Values: Realism and Idealism in Higher Education. Charlottesville, VA: Imprint Academic, 2007.
Knight, George R. Philosophy and Education: An Introduction in Christian Perspective. 4th ed. Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 2006.
Marsden, George M. The Soul of the American University: From Protestant Establishment to Established Nonbelief. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 1994.
Mooney, Brian, and Mark Nowacki. Understanding Teaching and Learning: Classic Texts on Education by Augustine, Aquinas, Newman and Mill. Charlottesville, VA: Imprint Academic, 2011.
Peterson, Michael L. With All Your Mind: A Christian Philosophy of Education. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001.
Reuben, Julie A. The Making of the Modern University: Intellectual Transformation and the Marginalization of Morality. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996.
Smith, James K. A. Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009.
Spears, Paul D., and Steven R. Loomis. Education for Human Flourishing: A Christian Perspective. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009.
To read more in this area, please consult Christian Education Journal, Christian Scholar’s Review, Comparative Education Review, Educational Policy, Journal of Moral Education, Religious Education, Journal of General Education, Journal of Education and Christian Belief, Religion. See also the Crossway series RECLAIMING THE CHRISTIAN INTELLECTUAL TRADITION, edited by David S. Dockery. See also David S. Dockery, Renewing Minds: Serving Church and Society Through Christian Higher Education, revised and updated (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2008). All philosophy and theology reflection of higher education should be attentive to John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University, edited by Frank M. Turner (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996).
R. ART, LITERATURE, AND FILM
Beginner Resources
Benner, Juliet. Contemplative Vision: A Guide to Christian Art and Prayer. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2010.
Best, Harold M. Unceasing Worship: Biblical Perspectives on Worship and the Arts. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003.
Cowan, Louise. An Invitation to the Classics. Minneapolis: Bethany, 2006.
Dyrness, William K. Visual Faith: Art, Theology, and Worship in Dialogue. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2001.
Godawa, Brian. Hollywood Worldviews: Watching Films with Wisdom and Discernment. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2002.
McEntyre, Marilyn Chandler. Caring for Words in a Culture of Lies. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009.
Reinke, Tony. Lit!: A Christian Guide to Reading Books. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011.
Reynolds, John Mark. Great Books Reader. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011.
Taylor, W. David O. For the Beauty of the Church: Casting a Vision for the Arts. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2010.
Veith Jr., Gene Edward. Reading Between the Lines: A Christian Guide to Literature. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1990.
Intermediate Resources
Barge, Laura. Exploring Worldviews in Literature: From William Wordsworth to Edward Albee. Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian University Press, 2009.
Bradbury, Malcolm, ed. The Atlas of Literature. New York: Greenwich Editions, 2001.
Cunningham, David S. Reading Is Believing: The Christian Faith Through Literature and Film. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2002.
Geivett, R. Douglas, and James S. Spiegel, eds. Faith, Film and Philosophy: Big Ideas on the Big Screen. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2007.
Horner, Grant. Meaning at the Movies: Becoming a Discerning Viewer. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010.
Jacobs, Alan. The Pleasures of Reading in an Age of Distraction. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2011.
Jeffrey, David Lyle, and Gregory Maillet. Christianity and Literature: Philosophical Foundations and Critical Practice. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2011.
Johnston, Robert K. Reel Spirituality: Theology and Film in Dialogue. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006.
Markos, Louis. From Achilles to Christ: Why Christians Should Read the Pagan Classics. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2007.
Wolfe, Gregory. Beauty Will Save the World: Recovering the Human in an Ideological Age. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2011.
Advanced Resources
Cahn, Steve. Aesthetics: A Comprehensive Anthology. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2007.
Detweiler, Craig. Into the Dark: Seeing the Sacred in the Top Films of the 21st Century. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008.
Johnston, Robert K., ed. Reframing Theology and Film: New Focus for an Emerging Discipline. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007.
Lane, Belden C. Ravished by Beauty: The Surprising Legacy of Reformed Spirituality. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2011.
McGrath, Alister E., ed. Christian Literature: An Anthology. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2001.
Scruton, Roger. Beauty. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009.
Siedell, Daniel A. God in the Gallery: A Christian Embrace of Modern Art. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008.
Taylor, Barry. Entertainment Theology: New-Edge Spirituality in a Digital Democracy. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008.
Titus, Craig Steven, ed. Christianity and the West: Interaction and Impact in Art and Culture. Arlington, VA: Institute for the Psychological Sciences Press, 2009.
Zangwill, Nick. Aesthetic Creation. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2007.
Zangwill, Nick. The Metaphysics of Beauty. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001.
To read further in this area, please consult British Journal of Aesthetics, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Journal of Religion and Film, Mars Hill Audio Journal, Film-Philosophy Journal, Mars Hill Review, New York Review of Books, Times Literary Supplement. See also the resources mentioned in Philosophy and Ethics.
Please also pay attention to the content and craft of the essays, fiction, and poetry writings by T. S. Elliot, G. K. Chesterton, Joseph Epstein, Michael Dirda, C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien, Dorothy L. Sayers, Richard Wilbur, Walker Percy, Annie Dillard, and John Ruskin. See also Phillip Lopate, ed., The Art of the Personal Essay: An Anthology from the Classical Era to the Present (New York: Anchor Books, 1997).
S. PSYCHOLOGY AND SOCIOLOGY
Beginner Resources
Beck, James R. The Psychology of Paul: A Fresh Look at His Life and Teaching. Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2002.
Berger, Peter L. Adventures of an Accidental Sociologist: How to Explain the World Without Becoming a Bore. Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2011.
Berger, Peter L. Invitation to Sociology: A Humanistic Perspective. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1963.
Best, Joel. Stat-Spotting: A Field Guide to Identifying Dubious Data. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008.
Boyd, Jeffrey H. Reclaiming the Soul: The Search for Meaning in a Self-Centered Culture. Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1996.
Campolo, Anthony, and David A. Fraser. Sociology Through the Eyes of Faith. New York: HarperOne, 1992.
Johnson, Eric, and Stanton Jones, eds. Psychology and Christianity: Five Views. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010.
Poythress, Vern. Redeeming Sociology: A God-Centered Approach. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011.
Wright, Bradley R. E. Christians Are Hate-Filled Hypocrites … and Other Lies You’ve Been Told: A Sociologist Shatters Myths from the Secular and Christian Media. Minneapolis: Bethany, 2010.
Wright, Bradley R. E. Upside: Surprising Good News About the State of Our World. Minneapolis: Bethany, 2011.
Intermediate Resources
Berger, Peter, and Thomas Luckmann. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge. Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1991.
Coe, John H., and Todd W. Hall. Psychology in the Spirit: Contours of a Transformational Psychology. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010.
Collins, Randall. Four Sociological Traditions. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994.
Collins, Randall. Sociological Insight: An Introduction to Non-Obvious Sociology. 2nd ed. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 1992.
Evans, C. Stephen. Wisdom and Humanness in Psychology: Prospects for a Christian Approach. Vancouver, British Columbia: Regent College Publishing, 1997.
Fowler, James W. Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning. New York: HarperOne, 1995.
Goetz, Stewart, and Charles Taliaferro. A Brief History of the Soul. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011.
Green, Joel B., and Stuart L. Palmer, eds. In Search of the Soul: Four Views of the Mind-Body Problem. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 2005.
Hagberg, Janet O., and Robert A. Guelich. The Critical Journey: Stages in the Life of Faith. 2nd ed. Salem, WI: Sheffield Publishing, 2005.
Stevenson, Daryl H., Brian E. Eck, and Peter C. Hill. Psychology and Christianity Integration: Seminal Works That Shaped the Movement. Batavia, IL: Christian Association for Psychological Studies, 2007.
Advanced Resources
Beck, James R. Jesus and Personality Theory: Exploring the Five-Factor Model. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 1999.
Cooper, John W. Body, Soul, and Life Everlasting: Biblical Anthropology and the Monism-Dualism Debate. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000.
Coplan, Amy, and Peter Goldie. Empathy: Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2011.
Emmons, Robert A., and Michael E. McCullough, eds. The Psychology of Gratitude. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2004.
Entwhistle, David. Integrative Approaches to Psychology and Christianity. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2004.
Johnson, Eric L. Foundations for Soul Care: A Christian Psychology Proposal. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2007.
McMinn, Mark R. Sin and Grace in Christian Counseling: An Integrative Paradigm. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008.
Menuge, Angus. Agents Under Fire: Materialism and the Rationality of Science. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005.
Moon, Gary W., and David G. Benner, eds. Spiritual Direction and the Care of Souls: A Guide to Christian Approaches and Practices. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004.
Smith, Christian. Moral, Believing Animals: Human Personhood and Culture. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2009.
Smith, Christian. What Is a Person?: Rethinking Humanity, Social Life, and the Moral Good from the Person Up. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010.
To read further in this area, please consult Journal of Biblical Counseling, Journal of Psychology and Christianity, Journal of Psychology and Theology, Journal of Pastoral Counseling, Pastoral Psychology, Studies in Formative Spirituality, Journal of Religion and Society, Sociology of Religion, Review of Religious Research, Society, Social Forces, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. Please also see the recommended resources in the areas of Philosophy, Ethics, and Theological Studies.
T. SCIENCE AND THEOLOGY
Beginner Resources
Berry, Wendell. Life Is a Miracle: An Essay Against Modern Superstition. Washington, DC: Counterpoint, 2000.
Gonzalez, Guillermo, and Jay Richards. The Privileged Planet: How Our Place in the Cosmos Is Designed for Discovery. Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 2004.
DVD companion from Illustra Media (IllustraMedia.com). Herrick, James A. Scientific Mythologies: How Science and Science Fiction Forge New Religious Beliefs. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008.
Johnson, Phillip E. Reason in the Balance: The Case Against Naturalism in Science, Law and Education. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1995.
Lawler, Peter Augustine. Modern and American Dignity: Who We Are as Persons, and What That Means for Our Future. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2010.
Midgley, Mary. Science and Poetry. London: Routledge, 2001.
Morris, Tim, and Don Petcher. Science and Grace: God’s Reign in the Natural Sciences. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006.
Nichols, Terence L. The Sacred Cosmos: Christian Faith and the Challenge of Naturalism. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2003.
Stark, Rodney. For the Glory of God: How Monotheism Led to Reformations, Science, Witch-Hunts, and the End of Slavery. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003.
Verhey, Allen. Nature and Altering It. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010.
Intermediate Resources
Bradley, James, and Russell Howell. Mathematics Through the Eyes of Faith. New York: HarperOne, 2011.
Collins, C. John. Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?: Who They Were and Why You Should Care. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011.
Dembski, William A., ed. Mere Creation: Science, Faith and Intelligent Design. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1998.
Dubay, Thomas. The Evidential Power of Beauty: Science and Theology Meet. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1999.
Evans, C. Stephen. Preserving the Person: A Look at the Human Sciences. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1977.
Hannam, James. God’s Philosophers: How the Medieval World Laid the Foundations of Modern Science. London: Icon Books, 2009.
Lennox, John C. God’s Undertaker: Has Science Buried God? Oxford: Lion, 2009.
Meyer, Stephen C. Signature in the Cell: DNA and the Evidence for Intelligent Design. New York: HarperOne, 2010.
Richards, Jay W., ed. God and Evolution. Seattle: Discovery Institute Press, 2010.
Thaxton, Charles B., and Nancy R. Pearcey. The Soul of Science: Christian Faith and Natural Philosophy. Edited by Marvin Olasky. Turning Point Christian Worldview Series. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1994.
Advanced Resources
Baker, Mark C., and Stewart Goetz. Soul Hypothesis: Investigations into the Existence of the Soul. New York: Continuum Press, 2010.
Barr, Stephen M. Modern Physics and Ancient Faith. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2003.
Gordon, Bruce L., and William A. Dembski, eds. The Nature of Nature: Examining the Role of Naturalism in Science. Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2011.
Kaiser, Christopher B. Creational Theology and the History of Physical Science: The Creationist Tradition from Basil to Bohr. Leiden: Brill, 1999.
Koons, Robert C., and George Bealer, eds. The Waning of Materialism. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2010.
Lindberg, David. The Beginnings of Western Science: The European Scientific Tradition in Philosophical, Religious, and Institutional Context, Prehistory to A.D. 1450. 2nd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007.
McKnight, Stephen A. The Religious Foundations of Francis Bacon’s Thought. Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 2006.
Moleski, Martin X. Michael Polanyi: Scientist and Philosopher. New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2004.
Rescher, Nicholas. The Limits of Science. Revised edition. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1999.
Walton, John H. The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient Cosmology and the Origins Debate. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009.
To read further in this area, please consult British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith, Science as Culture, Techne: Society for Philosophy and Technology, New Atlantis, Syntheses, Theology and Science Journal. See also the resources mentioned in Philosophy.
APPENDIX 2
RECOMMENDED
ORGANIZATIONS
Further resources, including reading and audio/video materials, are accessible at the websites of the following organizations. Please also visit www.jpmoreland.com for more information.
A. APOLOGETICS, WORLD RELIGIONS, WORLDVIEWS, AND CAMPUS MINISTRIES
ApologeticsEvents.com
Apologetics315.blogspot.com
BeThinking.org
BiblicalWorldview.com
BigQuestionsOnline.org
Biola University Christian Apologetics Program (lectures, degree programs) (biola.edu/academics/sas/apologetics)
Campus Crusade for Christ International (ccci.org)
Centers for Christian Study International (studycenters.org)
Conversantlife.com
CrossExamined.org
Consortium of Christian Study Centers (studycentersonline.org)
EPSapologetics.com
InterVarsity Christian Fellowship (intervarsity.org)
JPMoreland.com
L’Abri Fellowship International (www.labri.org)
LeeStrobel.com
Library of Historical Apologetics (historicalapologetics.org)
The Navigators (navigators.org)
Patheos.com
Ratio Christi Student Apologetics Alliance (ratiochristi.org)
Ravi Zacharias International (rzim.org)
Reasonable Faith with William Lane Craig (reasonablefaith.org)
Reasons To Believe (reasons.org)
SeanMcdowell.org
Stand to Reason with Greg Koukl (str.org); STR Place (strplace.org)
Summit Ministries (summit.org)
ThinkChristianly.org
WebEvangelism.com
Worldview Academy (worldview.org)
The Veritas Forum (veritas.org)
B. ART, LITERATURE, AND FILM
Affirmation Arts (affirmationarts.com)
Art & Entertainment Ministries (a-e-m.org)
Art House America (arthouseamerica.com)
Church and Art Network (churchandart.org)
Culture-Making.com
Image Journal (imagejournal.org)
KickStarter.com
Q: Ideas for the Common Good (qideas.org)
ViaAffirmativa.com
C. BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL STUDIES
Alpha Course (alphausa.org)
BestCommentaries.com
Biblical-Studies.ca
BiblicalTraining.org
Boston University’s Center for Practical Theology (bu.edu/cpt)
Calvin Institute of Christian Worship (worship.calvin.edu)
London Institute for Contemporary Christianity (licc.org.uk)
The Gospel Coalition (thegospelcoalition.org)
NTGateway.com
OTGateway.com
The Theology Program (reclaimingthemind.org)
VineyardBibleInstitute.org
D. BUSINESS, ECONOMICS, AND WORK-LIFE INTEGRATION
A Call to Business (acalltobusiness.co.uk)
Acton Institute (Acton.org)
Aspen Institute (aspeninstitute.org)
Aspen Institute’s Center for Business Education (aspencbe.org)
BusinessAsMission.org
BusinessAsMissionNetwork.com
Call of the Entrepreneur (calloftheentrepreneur.com)
Christian Management Scholars Network (baylor.edu/business)
Center for Faith and Business (centerforfaithandbusiness.net)
Center for Faith and Enterprise (faithandenterprise.org)
Center for Faith and Work (faithandwork.org)
Center for Integrity in Business (spu.edu/depts/sbe/cib)
Center for Leadership and Social Responsibility (tacoma.uw.edu/clsr)
Faith & Work Initiative (princeton.edu/csr)
Faith & Work Life (faithandworklife.us)
TheHighCalling.org
KingdomCompanies.org
Kiros.org
London Institute for Contemporary Christianity (licc.org.uk)
Max De Pree Center for Leadership (depree.org)
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