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  Stand by the roads, and look,


  and ask for the ancient paths,


  where the good way is; and walk in it,


  and find rest for your souls.


  JEREMIAH 6:16


  



  In grateful appreciation to John Rivera,

  a consistent reminder of “living water”


  



  As the Scripture has said, “Out of his heart

  will flow rivers of living water.”


  JOHN 7:38
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  Foreword




  I am glad to call attention to this book by Mary Poplin of Claremont Graduate University. Is Reality Secular? is a challenge, by an insider, to the secularism that is now assumed, with no significant evaluation, to be the height of intellectual respectability and that dominates the most elevated and most inclusive levels of higher education. From there it pervades professional, social and official life in our world, with effects that severely diminish human aspirations of the type that have traditionally been upheld for humanity by education in the Western world.


  Mary is a person of excellent standing in her own professional field, but also one with an established voice in the discussions of Christ and culture now going on in America. She is a powerful (and much used) speaker who is already well published. The line of argument she develops in this book is vital for the future of education today and tomorrow, both for secularists and for Christians. For secularists, because just being secular does not provide positive guidance in learning or in learning how to live. It is, fundamentally, a negative stance. For Christians, because they have largely been publicly defined out of the “knowledge” business into the “faith” business. Even in their own view, they do not see their beliefs and practices as contributing to the human need for publicly available knowledge necessary for human existence. Thus they do not compete head on, as they should, with what is conveyed by the academy.


  Mary breaks the impasse between secularists and Christians by intelligently reframing the questions that must be asked and answered for thoughtful and honest living today.


  Dallas Willard


  Part 1


  Is Reality Secular?




  Is reality secular?

  Is adequate knowledge secular?

  And is that something that has been established

  as a fact by thorough and unbiased inquiry? Is this

  something that today’s secular universities

  thoroughly and freely discuss in

  a disciplined way?


  Dallas Willard,

  Knowing Christ Today


  1


  Truth and Consequences




  Don’t you believe that there is in man

  a deep so profound as to be hidden

  even to him in whom it is?


  Augustine of Hippo


  



  It can be very dangerous to see things

  from somebody else’s point of view

  without the proper training.


  Douglas Adams,

  The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy


  In a seminar one evening in 2012 the class was discussing texts on secularism, the doctrine that rejects all religious principles in civic life.1 I had posed the questions, Is reality secular? Is it true? One of the seventeen PhD students began a defense of secularism by saying, “Well, setting aside the idea of truth . . .” I venture to guess that there may have been only a couple of other people in the room that realized the gravity of what had just been said.


  Though I said nothing at the time, this comment revealed in an instant how secularism has taken hold, how far it has gone and what have been its consequences. Truth has become an idea rather than a description of reality, and it can be set aside even though seeking truth is or once was the sole reason for the university. Not so many years before, this same phrase might have come from my own lips as I indoctrinated my students into these same ideas.


  Historian Charles Taylor claims that secularism has been the hegemonic master narrative for the last several hundred years in the West.2 Unpacking this popular academic phrase, the term master narrative or metanarrative means the “grand story” around which we build our lives, individually and culturally. These stories may differ by culture, language and individual as well as across time. In the last few decades, metanarratives are believed to be social constructions made by human beings rather than truths to be discovered and believed. Taylor explains that the metanarrative that shaped the West in its ascendency was the Judeo-Christian story of God, man and nature, but that story has been replaced with the “metanarrative of secularism.” It is hegemonic because we are all forced to submit to this reality in public life, whether or not we believe it, and regardless of the fact that it may not be true or in our best interest.3


  In place of the Judeo-Christian story, the current metanarrative promulgated largely by the Western academy and media goes something like the following. After the Enlightenment, and particularly in the twentieth century, we humans finally matured and no longer needed to socially construct God or gods or any supernatural entities to understand our lives or guide our behaviors. We have now evolved enough to go it on our own, armed only with human reason and scientific evidence to steer the course of progress and break away from limiting rules and regulations.


  To hold secular worldviews is considered normal, more “progressive” and “safer” because such worldviews transcend specific faith commitments. These are superior to “religious” worldviews—which are “pre-scientific” or “pre-political” justifications based on faith.4 Robert Bellah, the late respected sociologist of religion, explains the phenomenon: “The meta-narrative that is really the only one intelligible to all well-educated people everywhere in the world is the meta-narrative of evolution.”5 He uses the term evolution in the broad sense of the evolution of ideas, cultures and religious beliefs.


  Secularists have a number of reasonable arguments for avoiding religious worldviews. For example, religious worldview holders believe in a spiritual world not verified by science; they often disagree with one another; they hold to particular universal unchanging moral codes; and they do not limit their understandings of reality to important but insufficient scientific facts about the natural world. Secularism is believed to be the necessary foundation on which to build a peaceful one-world global order—a world that will be run solely on the lessons of science and human reason.


  David Bentley Hart articulates the original hope of our secular faith:


  Part of the enthralling promise of an age of reason was, at least at first, the prospect of a genuinely rational ethics, not bound to the local or tribal customs of this people or that, not limited to the moral precepts of any particular creed, but available to all reasoning minds regardless of culture and—when recognized—immediately compelling to the rational will.6



  Regardless of elite Western culture’s contemporary aversion to faith, all four global worldviews (material naturalism,7 secular humanism,8 pantheism and monotheism) begin with a faith commitment—a belief outside the reach of scientific verifiability. They are simply different faiths. A naturalist’s faith is that all things ultimately can be reduced to material phenomena, including, for example, religious beliefs, the mind, the soul and consciousness. Secular humanists place their faith solely in human reason as the bedrock upon which to build “progressive” consensual social, moral, cultural and intellectual foundations. Pantheist faith lies in an ultimate spiritual reality (e.g., Brahman or Nirvana) that is the substance of all phenomena embedded in an ever-evolving cycle of rebirths or levels of consciousness.


  In the same seminar a few weeks later we had read both the “new atheists” and some form of Christian apologetic. A student exclaimed in a worried tone, “You aren’t going to suggest that Christianity is true, are you? What about Hinduism?” The only honest answer to that question is, if Hinduism is true, we should all become Hindu.


  This exclamation perfectly reveals the second part of the new Western metanarrative, which addresses religious worldviews directly, both pantheism and monotheism. This new narrative contends that if for some reason individuals want or need some other support system for their lives (outside of secular descriptions of reality), they are relatively free to choose privately from among the various existing religions or construct their own understandings of the “spiritual” outside of specific religious commitments, that is, become spiritual and not religious. These various spiritual options are basically similar; they lead more or less to the same place. More important, these are personal choices for our private lives, not to be raised in contemporary public spaces such as government, law, business, education, arts and entertainment, or public media; nor are they to be entertained when running our businesses and going about our public work. They are optional embellishments that may be important to particular individuals, or historically or sociologically interesting, but they are not candidates for knowledge or truth.


  On the other hand, the grand story or metanarrative of the West from the early Middle Ages well into the Enlightenment is the Judeo-Christian story, which was believed to be universally true (and still is for approximately one-third of the world). It is the story of God and “man,” who was specially made in the image of God—“male and female” (Genesis 1:27). It was from this place that Western culture began to flourish—intellectually, socially, economically, technologically and morally. It was here that the great traditions of science, literature, art, music and architecture of the Middle Ages and Renaissance Europe were born. The narrative of this grand story was introduced by the Jews to the world around 1500 B.C. (the time of Moses). The revelations were transmitted orally for many generations before being written as the books of Moses—the Torah, known to Christians as the first five books of the Bible. The biblical revelations depict God’s character as living and active, inviting us to know him and to know ourselves through him. Also in this central narrative are revelations about the natural world, early human history, the uniqueness of human beings (triumphal and fallen), and God’s special provision to redeem humanity and the earth through Christ. Because of the emphasis in Christianity on knowing God, man and nature, monasteries established schools, universities and hospitals9 to understand and apply the true principles around which the universe operates (natural, human and spiritual) and work alongside God to tend the earth and its inhabitants—to become our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers.


  Rather than being one another’s keeper, the tenor of the twenty-first century often feels to many like one of great strife, confusion and contestation. Well-meaning people all over the globe are deeply concerned about our many contentious disagreements and our inability to find common ground, but few understand the differences in worldviews that undergird these clashes in civilizations and families. Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington, in his popular book The Clash of Civilizations, writes that “the twentieth-century conflict between liberal democracy and Marxist-Leninism is only a fleeting and superficial historical phenomenon compared to the continuing and deeply conflictual relation between Islam and Christianity.”10 The new metanarrative about religion, especially prominent since 9/11, is that religion is the primary source of violence in today’s world. Theologian William Cavanaugh challenges this:


  The myth of religious violence helps create a blind spot about the violence of the putatively secular nation-state. We like to believe that the liberal state arose to make peace between warring religious factions. Today, the Western liberal state is charged with the burden of creating peace in the face of the cruel religious fanaticism of the Muslim world. The myth of religious violence promotes a dichotomy between us in the secular West who are rational and peacemaking and them, the hordes of violent religious fanatics in the Muslim world. Their violence is religious, and therefore irrational and divisive. Our violence, on the other hand, is rational, peacemaking, and necessary. Regrettably, we find ourselves forced to bomb them into the higher rationality.11



  Oddly enough, radical Islamic terrorists were not attacking Christianity on September 11, 2001; rather, they were assailing the proliferation and mass dispensation of secular economic and moral norms in Western culture to the rest of the world. Their targets were the World Trade Center towers, the Pentagon and the White House, not the National Cathedral.12 One of the major conundrums of secularism is its naive assumption of neutrality, an un-self-reflective position that makes its superiority seem plausible. But secularism is no more neutral than global Christianity, and it has no fewer contestations inside itself or with the outside world. These two, radical Islam and radical secularism, share a good deal in common—radical intolerance of all other worldviews. As award-winning British journalist Melanie Phillips writes, “The correspondences between Western progressives and Islamists are really quite remarkable. Both are attempting to create utopias to redeem past sins; both permit no dissent from the one revealed truth. . . . Both are giving expression to a totalitarian instinct that involves a wholesale repudiation of reason.”13


  Strangely unnoticed in many analyses is the fact that much of the contemporary upheaval around the world occurs within nation-states. These conflicts often arise from attempts by citizens to import Western ideals of egalitarianism, freedom, justice, democracy, human rights, freedom of conscience, and freedom of religion, speech and assembly, all of which grew out of Judeo-Christianity.14 Part of the secular strategy, conscious or unconscious, has been to rewrite the history of Western civilization without reference to these contributions. Such was the case in the development of the new European Union. Eminent German philosopher Jürgen Habermas came to the defense of Pope John Paul II and Cardinal Ratzinger’s objections to the omission of Christianity in the European documents. Though an atheist, Habermas has written:


  For the normative self-understanding of modernity, Christianity has functioned as more than just a precursor or catalyst. Universalistic egalitarianism, from which sprang the ideals of freedom and a collective life in solidarity, the autonomous conduct of life and emancipation, the individual morality of conscience, human rights and democracy, is the direct legacy of the Judaic ethic of justice and the Christian ethic of love. This legacy, substantially unchanged, has been the object of a continual critical re-appropriation and reinterpretation. Up to this very day there is no alternative to it. And in light of the current challenges of a post-national constellation, we must draw sustenance now, as in the past, from this substance. . . . Everything else is idle postmodern talk.15



  I have a friend who occasionally remarks, “I don’t let that [person, idea, thought] rent no space in my head.” Would that we all knew what it is that rents space in our heads and whether, when we understood it and its alternatives, we would still believe it. If we consciously knew, we could live more awake in the world. James Sire, author of one of the most popular books on worldviews, suggests that “for any of us to be fully conscious intellectually we should not only be able to detect the worldviews of others but be aware of our own—why it is ours and why in the light of so many options we think it is true.”16


  Understanding the relatively straightforward assumptions of the four major worldviews around the globe—naturalism, secular humanism, pantheism and monotheism (represented here primarily by Judeo-Christianity)—makes us less susceptible to the strong ideologies (left and right) of the media, education and government of which we are often not consciously aware. Unfortunately, in today’s culture there is often more indoctrination than education in its broadest sense.17


  As a professor in a secular university who once fearlessly indoctrinated my students (to the left), I am now convinced that for people all around the globe to be well educated they must be acquainted with all the frameworks available from which to think, live and work. No reasonable worldview should be withheld, automatically discounted or ignored; all four major worldviews need to be made explicit. For serious seekers, the truth will vindicate itself. No matter what worldview(s) we may hold or seek to understand, “ideas have consequences,” sometimes colossal and devastating ones, sometimes brilliant and life-enhancing ones.18


  The fundamental concern here is whether one of these worldviews is actually true. Or does some combination of these worldviews more adequately describe what is real? Or should we look for another? Two of the four worldviews currently dominate the West; they are the secular worldviews of secular humanism and material naturalism. The first question before us then will be, is reality secular?


  Philosopher Dallas Willard asks the first of the two most critical questions of the twenty-first century:


  Is reality secular? Is adequate knowledge secular? And is that something that has been established as a fact by thorough and unbiased inquiry? Is this something that today’s secular universities thoroughly and freely discuss in a disciplined way? Certainly not! Nowhere does that happen. It is now simply assumed that every field of knowledge or practice is perfectly complete without any reference to God. It may be logically possible that this assumption is true, but is it true?19



  If there are doubts about reality being secular, the second question emerges: Is Judeo-Christianity or another religious worldview true? These are the guiding questions of this book as we test the assumptions of the four dominant worldviews on earth.


  2


  Confessions of a Professor




  Every story of conversion

  is the story of a blessed defeat.


  C. S. Lewis, foreword to Joy Davidman’s

  Smoke on the Mountain


  Before reading a book, it’s helpful to know exactly where an author stands, how she reached that stance and what her path forward might be. This is now a prerequisite to feminist scholarship. So here is my confession. Though my parents took their four daughters to church nearly every Sunday, once I got to college I walked away, not really knowing exactly what I was leaving behind. The church we attended was already infected with a secularized gospel. My mind and soul were essentially formed by the more pervasive culture of television shows, movies, nightly news, books, magazines, schools and universities of the 1960s and 70s—all resolutely secular.


  I grew up watching soap operas (the soft porn of my childhood) and learned to imagine my personal life within the parameters they set. What could be wrong with having affairs even with married men if they played on all three channels during the day and my mother was watching them? I learned that the most beautiful, bright and elite women were the most daring. These influences inflamed my own selfish and impure desires. Judaic principles claim that what we allow into our eyes and ears forms us.1 Sitcoms depicted men as weak and ignorant, then and now, which reinforced my 1970s fascination with radical feminism. At the time, college environments were also strongly influenced by antiwar, free-love, open-marriage and Marxist movements. All these began to shape my mind and heart and thus the way I began to live my life. Until a few years ago, I saw nothing odd about this; I was a thoroughly postmodern woman.


  Then for various reasons scattered throughout this book, in 1993, after having been awarded full tenure at my university six months earlier, I began to secretly explore and then later to clumsily attempt to follow Christ. Secretly—because I knew this was not going to gain me any status in the secular university that I loved. To be honest, at first my efforts to follow Christ were more of a trial. In my mind I always left open the possibility that this too might be just one more ultimately empty philosophy. I might in a couple of years find myself bored again, tired of it, and convinced that it also was too shallow to make any real difference. I had discarded many such philosophies before.


  By the time I was forty, I was so confused that my panoply of thoughts and ideas often conflicted with one another. When I was conscious of the contradictions, I simply brushed them aside, not realizing (or caring) that there might be an alternative. In retrospect, by the time I was a fully tenured professor, I could not reliably think myself out of a paper bag. Perhaps worse, few people apparently noticed. One brave individual did try to tell me one day—he quipped that if I was half as open minded as I thought I was, my brains would fall out.


  For most of my life, I believed the claims of secularists, and thus I intellectually worked out of the frameworks of secular humanism and material naturalism. I indoctrinated my students into these principles, drawing primarily on the various ever-changing theories emerging from secular humanism. I intentionally excluded any principles founded on religious frameworks except for slipping in a few “spiritual” principles I borrowed from time to time from pantheism. I was a material naturalist and secular humanist by day and a pantheist by night.


  Within these frameworks, I also built my personal life. By the time I had become a professor I was regularly using drugs and alcohol (recreationally, of course), frequenting bars and discos (of all kinds), experiencing bouts of depression (sometimes serious), and watching pornography with my partners. In my better moments, I was serially monogamous. By the time I began to see and long for the life circumscribed by Christ, I had been married and divorced twice and had had two abortions.


  Spiritually, I experimented with any number of pantheist methods, including Zen and Transcendental Meditation, and various manifestations of the New Age movement—feminist theology as well as holistic, whole earth, neo-pagan and Wiccan experiments. These forays revealed my rather desperate attempts to find peace and happiness, a desperation of which I was completely unaware. What I really wanted was power—intellectual, personal and spiritual power.


  My intellectual life was tied up in the various “progressive education movements,” such as radical feminism, post-structuralism, postmodernism, multiculturalism and Marxism (critical theory). My colleagues and I were Marxists by ideology, not by lifestyle. Most “Marxists” in the university are more like Marx and his contemporary apologist Bill Ayers, both of whom lived partially off their capitalist fathers’ fortunes.2 We also were living the good life; were we to be asked seriously to give up our own salaries to equalize things, we would have found another reason to revolt.As ivory tower Marxists, we were not serving the poor like Mother Teresa; we were admonishing the government to help the poor the way we wanted them to be helped (to become revolutionaries). We would of course lead the revolution because we were the intelligentsia.


  Upon his election, Pope Francis echoed his predecessor, Pope Benedict XVI, in his resistance to secularism when he said to the cardinals at his first mass, “If we do not confess to Christ, what would we be? We would end up a compassionate NGO [nongovernmental organization]. What would happen would be like when children make sand castles and then it all falls down.”3 He is making the audacious claim that with Christ real things happen that do not happen when we simply help others without him. This would have been incomprehensible to me until I spent two months at Mother Teresa’s homes in Calcutta.


  In 1996, a year and a half before Mother Teresa passed away, I went on sabbatical to Calcutta to find out what she meant when she said, “Our work is not social work; it is religious work.” My own research focuses on the inside of public school classrooms where the poor and handicapped are educated. I wondered what she might teach me now that I was exploring Christianity. In my mind the trip was a mix of research and adventure.


  Upon my return, I experienced a profound intellectual crisis. I was beginning to speak and write about my experiences in Calcutta, but soon realized that the essence of Mother Teresa and the Missionaries of Charity was incomprehensible from any of the worldviews I had been living and teaching. I could explain what they did but not how or why they did it. I could only tell half the story with secular language; I could not adequately describe their core motivations and had no way to explain the peace and power that accompanied their works.


  How was I going to explain to my world that Mother Teresa and the Missionaries of Charity did not believe the work we admired was their first work? Rather their first work was to belong to Jesus and to pray unceasingly. How was I going to explain that when they tended the most desperate and unlovable person, they believed they were tending Jesus in the distressing disguise of the poor?4 How was I going to explain that her entire ministry was developed around three visions she had of Jesus who spoke to her from the cross?5


  In time I overcame these worries and wrote a book as best I could from her worldview, but when the book was finished my crisis was not fully resolved.6 I could see the outline of the problem but little else. I called the book Finding Calcutta because toward the end of my visit Mother Teresa impressed on me that God did not call everyone to work with the poor or to live like the poor as she and her sisters had been called, but God did call everyone to a “Calcutta.” “You have to find yours,” she commanded, shaking her finger at me. To work myself out of my intellectual crisis, I strategically began to study the worldviews in which I formerly had spent my life and the one for which I now longed. I had found my Calcutta; I was adamant to make sense of this new life as well as to understand better the lure of the old one.


  Admittedly my conversion to Christianity has been a radical one. Biblical descriptions of conversions include the notion of turning one’s mind around 180 degrees—metanoia. Unfortunately, metanoia is translated in English simply as “repentance.” Repentance is an essential but incomplete description of what is involved in metanoia—completely turning around to face in God’s direction.


  Theologian Lesslie Newbigin describes the radical conversion as


  not only a conversion of the will and of the feelings but a conversion of the mind—a “paradigm shift” that leads to a new vision of how things are and, not at once but gradually, to the development of a new plausibility structure in which the most real of all realities is the living God whose character is “rendered” for us in the pages of Scripture.7



  In the West we tend to analyze history in such a way that it looks as though we are always progressing. In the humanities and social sciences, the highest status is granted to those who are progressive (leftist). I prided myself on being among them. C. S. Lewis wisely noted, “If you have taken a wrong turning, then to go forward does not get you any nearer. If you are on the wrong road, progress means doing an about-turn and walking back to the right road; and in that case the man who turns back soonest is the most progressive.”8 I certainly win no prize for the one who turned back soonest; I was forty-one.


  
    3


    Worldviews as Operating Systems of the Mind




    If little else, the brain is an educational toy. . . . While it may be a frustrating plaything, . . . [it] comes already assembled; you don’t have to put it together on Christmas morning. The problem with possessing such an engaging toy is that other people want to play with it, too. Sometimes they’d rather play with yours than theirs. Or they object if you play with yours in a different manner from the way they play with theirs.



    Tom Robbins, Even Cowgirls Get the Blues



    Worldviews are like operating systems on a computer except that they are in our minds, which are far more powerful and efficient than modern computers. Operating systems determine the particular functions on a computer that can be accomplished and the ones that cannot. Worldviews function in much the same way, determining the range of thoughts we will entertain. Computer operating systems are constantly being improved and their glitches fixed by downloading new updates. It is the same with worldviews; we are constantly acquiring new information and experiences that inform our beliefs and can cause us to adjust or change our worldviews (operating systems) altogether.1


    Whatever worldview or worldviews we hold shape what we notice or ignore, how we interpret what we see and experience, how we process information, and ultimately what decisions we will make and how we will act. It is the lens through which we interpret reality and by which we reason. Our actions are stronger indicators of our actual worldviews than our thoughts, feelings or words.


    Worldviews shape what we think is plausible and reject what does not seem plausible. We don’t buy software that was designed for a Mac when we own a PC. Once we buy a machine and the operating system, we have limited our options. Limits are necessary; we all have them else we could not make decisions. We are constantly deciding—this is better than that, or I believe this and not that—though we are sometimes not aware of other options.


    A contemporary example of how different worldviews influence our beliefs and actions is revealed in the debate over abortion. Some believe that the developing embryo is merely a mass of cells, nothing more than a clump of material that can be discarded when unwanted or no longer needed or used to help regenerate spinal cords, heal diseases or make better skin cream for the living (material naturalism). Others believe that the developing embryo is a baby human being, made in the image of God, with intrinsic value and purpose, whose life should be as well protected as any person would be under the law (Judeo-Christianity). Still others believe that abortion is wrong because it breaks the cycle of birth and rebirth; the soul’s karmic journey is interrupted and must begin again (pantheism). Another group simply overlooks these existential issues and pragmatically defends the political position that, no matter what the fetus is, it is the right of the person in whose womb or test tube it lies to decide its future—life or death (existential secular humanism). In some countries the right to decide the fate of a fetus resides not with the mother but with the government (technocracy, another form of secular humanism). I used many of these secular positions to justify my two abortions; once I came to Christ, I began to grieve them.


    Because of mass communication and individual differences, we find every worldview in the midst of every culture. There is as much diversity within a culture as between cultures. James Sire defines worldview in this way:


    A worldview is a commitment, a fundamental orientation of the heart that can be expressed as a story or in a set of presuppositions (assumptions which may be true, partially true or entirely false) that we hold (consciously or subconsciously, consistently or inconsistently) about the basic constitution of reality, and that provides the foundation on which we live and move and have our being.2



    Most of us hold some mixture of assumptions from two or more worldviews; on particular issues we lean to one or the other, even though they may be logically incompatible. For example, years ago I occasionally accompanied a colleague who had a special passion to investigate odd religious movements in Los Angeles; the city gave him endless opportunities. I remember we once ended up at an engineer’s house where quite a number of logically exacting engineers were experimenting with various pantheist practices; some were bending spoons and others walking on coals.


    The Four Dominant Worldviews


    Different authors classify worldviews into various categories. Sources for a variety of approaches are provided in the notes.3 I simply distill worldviews at their most basic level into four major global worldviews—material naturalism, secular humanism, pantheism and monotheism, represented here by Judeo-Christianity. (In chapter 25 is a brief discussion of the differences between Christianity and the monotheisms of Judaism and Islam.) It is generally possible to trace all philosophies, theories and even most practical actions back to one or more of these four worldviews.


    When I stopped trying to write about Mother Teresa so that our secular culture might better appreciate her, I began to realize how differently she would be interpreted from each of the three non-Christian worldviews—material naturalism, secular humanism and pantheism.


    Material naturalism is the belief that all that exists in the world is ultimately reducible to material phenomena. From this perspective, Mother Teresa was just a unique bundle of brain chemistry with particular psychoneural processes acting predictably, prompting her to do what she did. This chemistry fueled her thoughts, decisions, ethics and work.


    Secular humanism is the belief that human beings are alone in the world and must act responsibly by forming their ethics solely from their human experience, human reason and science. From this perspective, Mother Teresa simply decided who she wanted to be and what she wanted to do and garnered the fortitude, determination and self-discipline necessary to do good works.


    Both of these secular worldviews might have added the caveat that it was unfortunate that she clung to the myth of God, which was either an unnecessary genetic residue or neurochemical glitch destined eventually to devolve from human nature (material naturalism) or that she had created this God out of her own unmet needs and unfulfilled desires (Freudian secular humanism) or perhaps that she was just a poorly educated Albanian, in which case Mother Teresa’s religious quirks could be tolerated and excused and, if exotic enough, maybe even celebrated (multicultural secular humanism). Less generously, Marxist secular humanists most likely would suggest, as popular atheist apologist Christopher Hitchens did, that Mother Teresa used Christianity strategically as an “opiate for the poor,” a Marxist phrase meaning to make them happy with their condition.


    Pantheism is the belief that everything in the universe is a manifestation of a universal spirit. From the perspective of this nonsecular worldview, Mother Teresa might be interpreted as a more highly enlightened or reincarnated soul who had a strong spiritual connection to the divine spirit inside all of nature, including human nature. According to pantheists, this spirit is an impersonal life force and not, as Mother Teresa believed, a transcendent personal God, external to her, living and acting in the world, as well as in and through her, hearing and answering her prayers.


    But Mother Teresa was Christian; she believed that she and the Missionaries of Charity were, as she once said of herself, “pencil(s) in God’s hand.” Their first work was to belong to Jesus and to pray unceasingly; from this source they garnered the strength, wisdom and grace to conduct the work we saw and admired—serving the poorest of the poor.


    That Jesus appeared to Mother Teresa in three visions and asked her to do precisely what she did when she left the safe cloister of the Loreto convent simply cannot be considered an admissible fact. It isn’t plausible through the lenses of the secular worldviews. It isn’t part of the Western secular plausibility structure (the set of meanings in a culture that qualify as being possible). Even Westernized Christians often find her visions incredible, acceptable only if interpreted as a personal psychological state, not as a reality.


    Within the orthodox principles of the Judeo-Christian worldview, however, her visions of Christ and obedience to his request are wholly credible. My own conversion began with a very vivid and unshakable dream in which I remembered every detail—sights, sounds, colors, thoughts and feelings. To the pantheist, spiritual transactions such as visions and dreams are also credible, but they are either the result of an impersonal universal spirit or one of a host of deities, not the intentional communication of a personal, all-powerful Creator who hears and responds to prayers.


    Characteristics of All Worldviews and Their Relation to Christianity


    There are five characteristics of all worldviews. First and most consequential, all worldviews begin with faith, a metaphysical belief that cannot be verified using scientific methods. Robert Bellah points out that the Latin word for faith, fides, is more akin to the English term for trust rather than belief.4 Though these faith statements can be argued philosophically, and from evidence we can inductively and deductively hypothesize, none can be proven empirically through scientific methods, including material naturalism. Every worldview begins with faith in something empirically or scientifically unknowable.


    Second, every non-Christian worldview holds within it some principles of the Judeo-Christian worldview. Thus there is an overlap between principles of Judeo-Christianity and those of material naturalism, secular humanism and pantheism.


    Third, there are also principles held by each of these three worldviews that lie outside of the Judeo-Christian worldview, such as the material-naturalist belief that everything that exists is ultimately a material or natural phenomenon. From a Judeo-Christian standpoint, these principles would be considered errors of commission.


    Fourth, there are principles of Judeo-Christianity that lie outside the purview of believers in these other three worldviews. The absence of these principles in other worldviews would be considered by Christians as errors of omission.


    Finally, none of these worldviews is more progressive or modern than the other. They have all existed ever since recorded history. The only real question is, are one or more of these an adequate description of reality?

  


  4


  Tracing History up to Now




  What has been is what will be,

  and what has been done is what will be done,

  and there is nothing new under the sun.


  Ecclesiastes 1:9


  Imagine my surprise as I began to read ancient philosophy and religious texts and realized that ideas I thought were wildly progressive had been recorded thousands of years ago. The New Age, New Earth movements are nothing but Westernized ancient pantheist ideas that were better defined five hundred years before Christ than they were in the New Age works I was reading. Plato had suggested that children should be raised by the state, just as Marx and Engels had proposed in their Communist Manifesto, though for different reasons. Although the outward manifestations and consequences of the four global worldviews have differed across time and cultures, their basic principles are ancient.1


  Early representatives of the two secular worldviews, the Sophists and the Skeptics were frequent opponents in the Socratic dialogues recorded by Plato (c. 500 B.C.).2 The Sophists were a group of roving educators who apparently charged large sums of money to teach methods of argumentation to young Greek men—to learn to debate so persuasively that they could make even the worst appear best and the best worst. They prefigured the critical and postmodern theorists of our day who use similar language games, making the familiar appear strange and the strange familiar, in order to turn ideas, social norms and common cultural understandings on their head (secular humanism). Socrates criticized the Sophists for teaching their students to be merely independent thinkers rather than truth seekers. The most lasting idiom from the famous Sophist philosopher Protagoras is that “man is the measure of all things.”3


  The Skeptics, with whom Socrates and Plato also contended, were skeptical of all knowledge or truth claims based on logic or reason (secular humanism). Evidence drawn from the senses was the only allowable criteria for knowledge (material naturalism). Democritus proposed the existence of atoms and that all reality could be reduced to them; thus as early as 400 b.c. we see the emergence of material naturalism.


  The early Hebrew Scriptures (emerging in the second century B.C., though originating almost six thousand years ago and passed on orally from generation to generation) were the first to clearly differentiate mythological gods and various spirits from the one true and living God of creation. The Jews introduced the world to the God who creates and reveals himself to human beings as living and active—not a passive, abstract, mythological deity or simply a series of good teachers, but literally as the ultimate being and substance—“I AM.”


  The Hebrew Scriptures also abound with evidence of monotheistic, pantheistic and atheistic worldviews. Whole people groups, kings and priests bowed down to false gods and idols and consulted mediums, magicians and fortunetellers. Sometimes even Israel’s kings mocked God and worshiped other deities. Frequently the early Israelites were warned that the minds of those who turned to other gods would gradually be darkened and that though they thought themselves wise they would become as fools (1000 B.C.).4


  Paul’s experience in first-century Athens after Christ’s death and resurrection reveals a great deal about first-century worldviews.5 Athens was a multinational and multiethnic city-state where traders and learned men shared knowledge and traded goods around the world; globalization is not new either. Paul writes, “Now all the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there would spend their time in nothing except telling or hearing something new.”6 This description is quite apt for today’s universities, which fashion themselves as the ultimate marketplace of ideas and progenitors of all that is new.


  Paul found the city full of idols. The Greeks had their gods and goddesses, and the foreigners had brought theirs. Monuments and statues had been built for all of them, including one to an “unknown god,” revealing the Greeks’ openness to new ideas. At first, the Athenians were eager to hear Paul because he brought “some strange things to [their] ears.” Having been invited to teach, Paul used their altar to an “unknown god” to teach them about Christ as the fulfillment of God’s revelation and prophecy given to the Jews. Once they heard that this God was not simply one choice among many and that his divine and human son had been crucified and raised from the dead, some were converted but others scoffed.7 The disciples along with large crowds of people had seen and knew that Jesus had died; they had seen him in his resurrected body for forty days. Had he simply died and been buried, we would surely be making pilgrimages to the tomb.


  The Athenians and others were already familiar with Judaism since through the various conquests and captivities the Jews had been scattered throughout Babylon, Rome and then Greece (the Jewish diaspora or dispersion). The Old Testament books of Daniel (600 B.C.), Joel (600 B.C.) and Zechariah (500 B.C.) had predicted the coming Greek encounters. Tertullian (c. A.D. 200), concerned about the co-optation of Judeo-Christianity to the Greek worldview, echoed the earlier biblical predictions and warnings when he asked, what has Athens to do with Jerusalem?8


  In Athens, Paul encountered both Stoic and Epicurean philosophers. Stoics were rigorous and systematic materialists: the god of the Stoics was involved in all of life yet unknowable; life was driven by fate.9 However, they believed that through a highly disciplined life lived according to nature and logic, one could attain perfection. In order to do this, one’s life had to be lived without passions, as the Stoics believed emotions were malfunctions of reason.


  The Epicureans also believed, like the early Skeptics and today’s material naturalists, that knowledge can only be derived from the senses and that the world is made of only atoms. Pleasure (the absence of pain) was the chief purpose of life, which ended with death. They were not quite as hedonistic as the term now implies; they did place high value on simplicity and friendships. Nevertheless, they also lived in morally freewheeling communes seeking the pleasures of a life that they believed was finite. While some believed in gods, they maintained that these gods did not intervene in the world and that man could not have any clear knowledge of them.10


  From the fourth century until the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,11 Europeans and later Americans interpreted the world and their place in it more or less through the grand metanarrative of the Judeo-Christian story.12 Beginning around A.D. 350, schools, hospitals and even civic works began to emerge from European monasteries. Out of the monastic schools emerged the early university with its emphasis on theology and science.13


  A History of Secularism in the Academy


  From A.D. 1100 to the 1800s, Roman Catholics and later Protestants founded most Western universities. In the late 1800s the secular German research university model emerged with its primary emphasis on the application of the sciences to all research. Historian George Marsden details the shift in the nineteenth-century elite Protestant universities in the United States from their denominational heritage to nonsectarian status.14 Until the twentieth century, Christians were founders, presidents, board members and other university leaders. Frequently, presidents were either clergy or theologians, and some even taught the first or last classes of the university curriculum, courses built on the integration of knowledge, theology and the cultivation of right virtues.15 The universities were open to non-Christian faculty, students and theories. Until the late 1800s, most universities, even many of the early state universities, had mottoes, seals and buildings embellished with biblical texts.16 Most universities had regular chapel requirements as late as the 1950s, and graduation ceremonies were essentially religious events.


  Gradually religion was isolated into a separate discipline, no longer the foundation of the university and no longer integrated into discussions across disciplines. Universities became resolutely secular as Marsden describes.


  Eventually, the logic of the nonsectarian ideals, which the Protestant establishment had successfully promoted in public life, dictated that liberal Protestantism itself should be moved to the periphery to which other religious perspectives had been relegated for some time. The result was an inclusive higher education that resolved the problems of pluralism by virtually excluding all religious perspectives from the nation’s highest academic life. . . . [Thus] they tend to exclude or discriminate against relating explicit religious perspectives to intellectual life. In other words, the free exercise of religion does not extend to the dominant intellectual centers of our culture.17



  A similar but perhaps less extreme version of this secularization took place in Roman Catholic universities.18 Catholic colleges and universities have always sought to maintain a strong “Catholic identity,” though that identity has changed over the centuries of secularizing religious knowledge as well. Pope Benedict XVI repeatedly warned the Roman Catholic academy, the clergy and the larger world about the dangers of “aggressive secularism” of the West.19 A century before, Cardinal John Henry Newman had explained the necessity of God in the university.


  Religious doctrine is knowledge, in as full a sense as Newton’s doctrine is knowledge. . . . Truth is the object of Knowledge of whatever kind. . . . Truth means facts and their relations. . . . All that exists, as contemplated by the human mind, forms one large system or complex fact. . . . If there be Religious Truth at all, we cannot shut our eyes to it without prejudice to every kind, physical, metaphysical, historical and moral; for it bears upon all truth. . . . All branches of knowledge are connected together, because the subject-matter of knowledge is intimately united itself, as being the acts and the work of the Creator.20



  Alasdair MacIntyre elaborates,


  Subtract the knowledge of God from our knowledge, either by denying God’s existence or by insisting that we can know nothing of him and what you have is an assortment of different kinds of knowledge, but no way of relating them to each other. We are condemned to think in terms of the disunity of the sciences.21



  Julie Reuben, in an excellent history of the university, notes that throughout the various (secular) intellectual transformations in the Western university, the topic of morality gradually became separated from its religious foundations. She documents the marginalization of the moral conversation as it moved from the central-most place in the university—the president’s office and core curriculum—to theology schools, to liberalized schools of religion, to moral philosophy and ethics, then to science, to sociology and to the humanities; last, it landed, if at all, on the desk of the dean of students. Finally, she says, “the separation of knowledge and morality in American universities” was complete.22 The contemporary trend to inter- or transdisciplinary studies is the secular university’s first attempt to respond to this crisis.


  After the Enlightenment, the place for religious knowledge was increasingly constrained in the university and thus also in public life. The sciences gradually took the honored seat in the university from theology. Science overtook the humanities, and even philosophy began to lose its hold on metaphysics, becoming increasingly restricted to analytic philosophy alone. Theology began to move away from orthodox beliefs and soon became, in theologian Lesslie Newbigin’s words,


  a kind of anthropology . . . the study of an aspect of human experience. . . . It dictated that while the crucifixion of Jesus could be accepted as a fact of real history, his resurrection was a psychological experience of the disciples. . . . Intellectual integrity [after the Enlightenment] required that the Bible must be understood in terms of what is possible for the modern person to believe.23



  Christian theologians in major university seminaries led the way to secularizing Christianity itself. German theologian Rudolf Bultmann was influential in Western theology with his efforts to “demythologize” the life of Christ. Beginning in the 1920s, Bultmann accomplished this by applying the methods of historical criticism.24 He believed that demythologizing Jesus would make him more acceptable to the modern secular mind, to better match the plausibility structure of the contemporary academy. Eta Linnemann was a student of Bultmann’s. After her conversion in 1977 to orthodox Christianity, which essentially ended her academic career, she could no longer support his method and tried to remove her books from the market. Unsuccessful at this, Linnemann eventually wrote a book against the method she had formerly embraced.25 At the end of a day of conversation in 2006 in Leer, Germany, she told me “Mary, never forget this. When I was a theologian, I thought I was a Christian. I was not.” This was not the first time I had been warned that it was not possible to be a Christian in mind alone. Mother Teresa, in her own way, had charged me a few days before I left Calcutta, “You fall more in love with Jesus every day.”


  Dallas Willard also traces how the university effectively divorced Judeo-Christian truths from the domain of knowledge, leaving morality to reside in politics rather than philosophy and theology.26 Judeo-Christian principles were softened and reinterpreted as secular humanism; by necessity this required the elimination and distortion of a good deal of Judeo-Christian knowledge. The scientific method began to claim that it was the sole path to know reality (just as the Skeptics, Epicureans and Stoics had claimed). Truth became limited to those facts that could be scientifically verified. Even the fields of psychology, sociology and anthropology moved themselves out of philosophy and adopted the scientific method to study human social behavior, creating the social sciences.27


  By the twentieth century many were predicting the end of religion—the claims of modernity would replace belief in God.28 However, there is little evidence that this is the case even in the most highly technological cultures.29 Even many countries in Europe are experiencing increases in orthodox Christianity and other religions.30 Eta Linnemann told me in 2006 that if I were to go into any town of any size in Germany I could easily find on-fire evangelical churches.31 The robustness of religion around the world has led philosopher Jürgen Habermas to call our age “post-secular.”32 Still, secularists are overrepresented in popular culture, government, law, media and higher education. Even the religious in these fields have been trained to leave their religious knowledge at home.


  Secularism in Today’s University


  According to the latest Religious Landscape Survey administered by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, over 82 percent of Americans are religious (78 percent are Christian). Another 6 percent say they are religious but unaffiliated, bringing the religious total to 88 percent. Four percent say they are atheists or agnostics, and another 6 percent say they are secularists.33 Despite this, two studies found that only 52 percent of university faculty report that they believe in God and 23 percent identify as atheist or agnostic.34 At the same time, university students are reportedly more interested in spirituality and religion than at any time previously measured.35


  Outside of having a religion department, the only public nod to the religious at the secular graduate university where I have taught for thirty years is an invocation given each year at the annual graduation ceremonies. I presume it has gone on since the college’s founding in 1925. Most of the time, the invocation ranges from a sort of simple reflection to a nondescript prayer given by someone from the chaplain’s office, generally a rabbi, priest or pastor.


  In 2011, the acting Protestant chaplain, who was himself a graduate student in the university and an African American pastor, was invited to give the invocation. He began in his big booming voice belting out, “Almighty God . . .” and ended with an equally strong, “Amen.”36 There was no reference to Jesus. However, this year, for the first time in my thirty-plus years of attending graduations, about half of the audience spontaneously applauded the invocation; some even cheered. After the audience’s apparently rebellious act of applause, it took only a few hours until the faculty and administration received an email from one of our colleagues. The email read:


  Just wondering if anyone else out there finds it surprising that our commencement ceremony opens with a prayer to God. As far as I’m aware, we are not a religious institution, and we respect the right of our faculty, staff, and students to believe as they see fit—which might include the belief in no god at all, in many gods, or in something/someone else I haven’t thought of. Am I the only one who thinks this shouldn’t be happening?



  Within a few days, his email incited thirty-four responses (out of a faculty of fewer than one hundred), most siding to one degree or another with the initial secular inquisitor. One of my colleagues pointed out that this drew more email responses than the several attempts to hold an online discussion thread on the reorganization of the entire university. The president stepped in within a few days with a thoughtfully constructed email to the entire community:


  Diversity, inclusion and fairness have been the values that CGU espouses. We stand for integrity, collegiality and mutual respect too. Though we work and live under circumstances of uncertainty and imperfectness, these are the goals and principles after which we build our university and for which we refine ourselves. In your emails of a diversity of opinions, I have heard your concerns for our university. We are a university that has zero tolerance toward any sort of discrimination including, but not limited to, religion, race or color, and national origin. As your President, I will continue to work with you on both the underlying issues and the questions you have raised in the emails.37



  The quandary in which we all find ourselves becomes obvious here. For example, does zero tolerance apply to the atheist or to the religious? Was the prayer a form of discrimination or an example of diversity? Would allowing or disallowing it have shown collegiality and mutual respect?


  The following year the same pastor gave a vague invocation, which was simply a reflection on the graduates—no prayer, no objections and no applause. In the twenty-first century, we are experiencing secularism in its strongest form thus far in the United States. It seems in the new forms of secularism we are finding it very difficult to tolerate everything.


  There are burgeoning critiques challenging secularism’s relatively unquestioned public authority in the last three decades. These critiques come from several sources—scholars who are religious (primarily Christians),38 scholars who are interested in “spirituality”39 and high-profile secular scholars.40 Political scientist Steven Smith uses Max Weber’s metaphor to describe our current state:


  Max Weber famously described the change [from religious to secular worldviews] as the “disenchantment of the world”; he sometimes spoke of modernity as an “iron cage,” in which life is lived and discourse is conducted according to the stern constraints of secular rationalism. It is that cage—the cage of secular discourse—within which public conversation and especially judicial and academic discourse occurs today.



  It may turn out that in our pluralistic society, the sort of thin, desiccated public discourse we have today—a discourse haphazardly policed in politics and more rigorously regimented in the academy by the constraints of secularism—is the best we can do. But we will only know if we open up the cage and see what happens.41



  If the Judeo-Christian worldview had nothing to offer the culture today, understandably its principles would demand about the same attention as we give the ancient Epicureans. However, even by the admission of prominent secular European philosophers and cultural commentators such as Jürgen Habermas, Marcello Pera and Melanie Phillips, the Judeo-Christian worldview has been the most significant force in building and advancing the best of Western culture—egalitarianism, science, humanism and free democratic republics.42 Researchers comparing international cultures have found a strong relationship between Christianity and the presence of less corruption, higher economic health, more democracy and more freedom in a nation.43 Famous British historian Niall Ferguson noted, “after much hesitation, at least some of China’s communist leaders now appear to recognize Christianity as one of the West’s greatest sources of strength.”44


  The university is just one small example of the challenges posed to the Judeo-Christian worldview and to Christians and Jews. However, my concern here is not so much that Judeo-Christian voices are marginalized, diminished, misunderstood and misrepresented in the secular culture (partly out of ignorance and partly for political intent). Nor is my goal to confront the radical new atheists; many have superbly done this.45 While they might be irritating and often polemical, atheists have been useful in making the issues plain and bringing the conversation to the forefront at a most opportune time. They force us all to realize we urgently need to investigate and understand worldviews, both those we hold (consciously or unconsciously) and those of others. However, none of these political issues is the most profound dilemma of our global culture. They are secondary consequences of a much weightier problem.


  The most consequential issue is not who gets privileged or marginalized but the question, what is true? This is the question to which Western culture, in particular, needs desperately to return. Dallas Willard says simply, “Truth describes reality, and reality is what you run into when you are wrong.”46 Truth takes no sides and does not bend to human beliefs or desires. Reality simply is what it is; it functions with or without our agreement.


  My position from study, observation and life experience is that the Judeo-Christian worldview encourages more freedom, supports more diversity, and is safer and healthier than secular or other religious worldviews. Indeed I will propose that the Judeo-Christian worldview includes all the true and productive principles found in the other three worldviews, fills the gaps between them and offers much more. I believe it can be demonstrated that it is a more accurate description of reality. A second theme running throughout is that in the absence of a higher commitment to truth, secularism has created a new era that might be termed the political age. Here decisions are made on the basis of who has the most power in democratic or totalitarian governments. This political power trumps truth claims, which are seen as the partisan ones. Thus religion, in particular Christianity, must be suppressed because the political state can stand no competitors for our affections and allegiance. My job will be to present the evidence.


  Part 2


  Material Naturalism




  What is real? . . . If you’re talking about what you can feel,

  what you can smell, what you can taste and see, then real is

  simply electrical signals interpreted by your brain.


  Morpheus in the movie The Matrix


  5


  Everything Is a Thing




  Even more purposeless, more void of meaning, is the world, which Science presents for our belief. Amid such a world, if anywhere, our ideals henceforward must find a home. That Man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they were achieving; his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms . . . destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar system, and that the whole temple of Man’s achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins. . . . Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely built.



  Bertrand Russell, Mysticism and Logic



  In these few sentences, Bertrand Russell spells out a fundamental perspective of radical scientific naturalism and philosophic materialism. In Russell’s words we are accidental collocations of atoms all the way down. A more nuanced form of material naturalism simply holds that only scientifically verifiable statements can present us with valid truth claims. Like all worldviews, naturalism and materialism in science and philosophy are predicated on a faith, a metaphysical assumption beyond scientific verifiability. Theirs is the belief that all that exists in the natural and human world is ultimately reducible to matter, energy and physical laws and processes, including human consciousness and religious belief. This is obviously a faith statement because there is simply no way for science to prove that all that exists is natural phenomena since the accepted methodology of science begins only after the identification of natural phenomena and thus can only state facts about those observations. It is then logically impossible for a material naturalist to discard any hypotheses that lie outside the boundaries of the existing physical matter and its mechanical processes without reverting to metaphysical theories and statements (the study of things beyond the physical, such as the soul, spirit, God, good and evil), which they a priori reject.


  Philosopher Alvin Plantinga describes the dominance of the material-naturalist position:


  According to a semi-established consensus among the intellectual elite in the West, there is no such person as God or any other supernatural being. Life on our planet arose by way of ill-understood but completely naturalistic processes involving only the working of natural law. Given life, natural selection has taken over, and produced all the enormous variety that we find in the living world. Human beings, like the rest of the world, are material objects through and through; they have no soul or ego or self of any immaterial sort. At bottom, what there is in our world are the elementary particles described in physics, together with things composed of these particles. I say that this is a semi-established consensus, but of course there are some people, scientists and others, who disagree. . . . Still, by and large those are the views of academics and intellectuals in America now.1



  Eminent philosopher Thomas Nagel calls this perspective materialist naturalism, representing both naturalism in science and materialism in philosophy2; I will use the term material naturalism to indicate both. Nagel is an atheist but not a materialist; he claims that materialist naturalism is reductionist, that it “attempts to reduce the true extent of reality to a common basis that is not rich enough for that purpose” and that the mind, in particular, is not merely physical. Thus our understanding of the mind “must be supplemented by something else to account for the missing elements.” He adds, “If evolutionary biology is a physical theory—as it is generally taken to be—then it cannot account for the appearance of consciousness and of other phenomena that are not physically reducible. . . . The possibility opens up for mak[ing] the mind central, rather than a side effect of physical law.”3


  Material naturalism is not science. While naturalists are ardent advocates of science, not all of science’s strongest advocates are materialists. Naturalism in science is scientism—the belief that science is the sole arbiter of truth in the modern world4 and that such issues as ethics, free will and religion are also ultimately the result of natural material in the human body or that these subjective issues must simply be set apart from scientific knowledge as they cannot be known. Science is the only thing that is objective, real and true.5


  Likewise, materialism is not fundamental to philosophy; religious or not, many philosophers are not materialists. A number of philosophers of science, such as Thomas Nagel, Richard Swinburne, Alvin Plantinga and Jerry Fodor,6 make powerful arguments against material naturalism in philosophy and science. Philosophers who are religious are clearly among the nonmaterialists.7


  Advocates of scientism often suggest that science and religion are set in some sort of unresolvable contest. Nothing could be further from the truth. Setting aside this popular folklore, Plantinga explains there is no conflict between Judeo-Christianity and science: “Given that naturalism is at least a quasi-religion, there is indeed a science/religion conflict, all right, but it is not between science and religion: it is between science and naturalism. That’s where the conflict really lies.”8


  Sociologist Elaine Ecklund found in her research that 36 percent of scientists in American universities report that they believe in God,9 a belief incompatible with strict naturalism.10 Thirty-four percent report being atheist, which, like the percentage of all professors who report being atheist, is much higher than the 4 percent of the general American public who make that claim.11 Interestingly, she found that 12 percent of self-identified atheist scientists also call themselves “spiritual.” Ecklund also reported that many of the nonreligious scientists reported concern over the increase in the number of their students who are religious and suggested that some scientists and students of science who believe may remain “closeted” so as to avoid discrimination in the field. Gross and Simmons have found that professors’ religious belief is higher at non-elite secular universities. Atheism is highest among biology and psychology professors and lowest among professors in nursing, elementary education, accounting, finance, marketing, art and criminal justice.12


  The Material-Naturalist Universe


  Stephen Hawking’s latest book with colleague Leonard Mlodinow, The Grand Design, suggests that we do not need the God hypothesis because the universe or multiple universes are “self-creating.” Oxford mathematician and philosopher of science John Lennox says of this proposal,


  Hawking, insofar as he is interpreting and applying science to ultimate questions like the existence of God is doing metaphysics. . . . Here he confuses two very different things: physical law and personal agency. . . . This is a classical category error. His call for us to choose between physics and God is as manifestly absurd as demanding that we choose either the laws of physics or aeronautical engineer Sir Frank Whittle in order to explain the jet engine. Both explanations are necessary: they do not conflict, but complement one another.13



  A naturalist, like Hawking, may make statements regarding these topics, but it’s important for his readers to understand that these hypotheses lie outside his own methodological and epistemological commitments and expertise.14 Indeed, some of what we “know” intuitively from common sense and experience lies outside of scientific verification.


  The Material-Naturalist Mind


  Prolific naturalist philosopher of science Daniel Dennett uses empirical methods to model the functions of the mind. Some of his recent work involves developing algorithms for robots to eventually “replace the thinker” by mimicking the human mind.15 Because single computers are unable to approximate the speed of human brain processing, Dennett links series of high-speed parallel computers together. Philosopher and cognitive scientist Jerry Fodor points out that despite a growing number of cognitive science explanations of the brain using these computational models, these reductionist models are very far from mimicking the human mind.16 The human mind can drive, be aware of surrounding traffic, follow a book on tape and refresh itself with a sip of water all at the same time.


  The material-naturalist logic behind using computer models and biochemical ones to explain cognition, reasoning and decision making presumes that the brain (indeed all of nature) is very much like a machine and that the machine metaphor is fully adequate. Thus the functions of the mind are entirely determined by its physical/material architecture (chemical, electrical, neural); these material aspects of our physical being drive not just our senses but also our thoughts, feelings, beliefs, consciousness and, ultimately, decisions to act.


  Plantinga describes the logical fissure in the material naturalists’ faith:


  Human persons are material objects; they are not immaterial selves or souls or substances joined to a body, and they don’t contain any immaterial substance as a part. From this point of view, our beliefs would be dependent on neurophysiology, and (no doubt) a belief would just be a neurological structure of some complex kind. Now the neurophysiology on which our beliefs depend will doubtless be adaptive; but why think for a moment that the beliefs dependent on or caused by that neurophysiology will be mostly true? Why think our cognitive faculties are reliable?17



  In another publication, Plantinga questions the material metaphor further:


  Suppose you are a naturalist: you think that there is no such person as God, and that we and our cognitive faculties have been cobbled together by natural selection. Can you then sensibly think that our cognitive faculties are for the most part reliable? . . . There is no particular reason to think they would be: natural selection is interested, not in truth, but in appropriate behavior.18



  How then are we able to discern a reliable thought from an unreliable one, a properly functioning consciousness from a deranged one? What tells us one particular cognitive activity is any better than another? Perhaps more critically, how then can we tell what is good or true?


  Emeritus Oxford philosopher Richard Swinburne directly challenges materialism by painstakingly demonstrating that our minds are more than our biological brains, that our minds can cause brain events, not just the reverse. As a result, Swinburne argues that human beings have free will; not all our actions are predetermined by either biology or God, thus rendering human beings morally responsible.19


  Getting Better and Better


  Most material naturalists believe that we are developing toward a grander human species and able to speed up this process with new technologies; and most, like Russell, believe ultimately the human race is headed for certain physical extinction.20 The material naturalist believes that the universe (or multiple universes, if they are found to exist) is purposeless, and yet all living things are in a state of constant evolution through the unguided processes of natural selection. 21


  Material naturalists suggest that gradually, through science, we have the ability to advance a more perfect world than evolution alone would grant us. Jonathan Moreno, professor of biomedical ethics, summarizes, “Much of the history of bioethics might be read as a 40-year conversation about the prospects for changing human nature through startling developments in the life-sciences.”22 Some of the recent advances in genetic knowledge suggest that we will ultimately be able to expand the brain’s capacity even to inhibit fear, enhance memory, read minds and work for days without sleep. We already have a nose spray that increases trust, generosity and cooperativeness in laboratory experiments.23 Who determines the mass application of such technologies, and what about the fact that there are some things we should fear and not trust? Courage is a virtue when used for good intents, but it can be used for evil.


  “Post-human projects,” as they are called, provide examples of the cutting edge of evolutionary science. Biological enhancements can be as simple as physical transformations, such as breast implants and Botox injections, as well as medical advances such as hearing aids, mechanical cochlea and artificial limbs. More radical human enhancements are now being explored, such as mechanical implants in the brain to supplement memory24 and a project under consideration by NASA to genetically alter the DNA of astronauts to make them able and fit to travel to and work on Mars without being destroyed by its intense radiation.25


  Science, Judeo-Christianity and Scientism


  I am against religion because it teaches us to be

  satisfied with not understanding the world.


  Richard Dawkins,

  The God Delusion


  Come now,

  let us reason together,

  says the Lord.


  Isaiah 1:18


  Contrary to Dawkins’s sentiments about the religious being satisfied with not understanding the world, both the Scriptures and the inseparable history of Christianity and science reveal quite the opposite reality.26 In both the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures, God is always telling man to look, see, taste, hear, open our eyes, examine him and test him, and to seek wisdom, knowledge and understanding. “It is the glory of God to conceal things, but the glory of kings is to search things out.”27 Evangelicals, for example, graduate from college at the same rate as most other groups of Americans.28 In fact, a 2012 study of more than seven thousand people in Britain revealed that religious believers are more likely to have obtained post high school degrees than either their nonreligious or “spiritual but not religious” peers.29


  The early Christian church was the primary site of early scientific inquiries.30 The Vatican has a Pontifical Academy of Sciences that officially began in 1603; today it is an international, multiethnic body of eighty scientists and includes an active observatory in Arizona.31 Regardless of all the folklore about Galileo Galilei and his persecution by the church, Galileo discovered what he did because the Church had a powerful telescope for study and sponsored all of his work, before and after his trial. Nancy Frankenberry, in her book on atheist and believing scientists, concludes after an exhaustive search of the primary documents in the Galileo case:


  The more complex picture that now emerges in the work of contemporary historians of science depicts a Galileo who was generally committed to the Church and a Church that was traditionally committed to natural philosophy as a rational, independent route to truth. In other words, Galileo was far more inclined to a conservative religious position and the Church much better disposed to the new astronomical data than is commonly believed.32



  Scientists and mathematicians such as Galileo, Copernicus, Louis Pasteur, Isaac Newton, Francis Bacon, Blaise Pascal, George Mendel, Robert Boyle, Michael Faraday and Johann Kepler were all Christians, as are many contemporary scientists, including Francis Collins, the prestigious first director of the human genome project who now heads the National Institutes of Health in the United States.33


  The Material-Naturalist Worldview in Contemporary Culture


  For decades, secular education and media have shaped us to think to a large degree as material-naturalists. Most of us can still remember watching popular astronomer Carl Sagan standing in front of a picture of the universe, always beginning his long-running Cosmos television series proclaiming, “The cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be!” Even preschoolers are taught the same material-naturalist sentiments when they encounter the Berenstain Bears proclaiming, “Nature is all that is or was or ever will be.”34 Recently I saw a T-shirt emblazoned with an extreme sentiment of naturalism: “I used to care but I take a pill for that now.”


  When something is wrong inside us, we often first seek a medication to alter our body chemistry. Only secondarily do most of us stop to consider that what might be wrong could have originated first in our soul or spirit (the ultimate site of transformation). When I suffered from depression, medication was the only remedy I wanted. However, the origin of my depression was an intense inward focus, self-absorption, which was only exacerbated by secular counseling that encouraged wallowing in my pride, which was oddly diagnosed as low self-esteem—two sides of the same coin. Medication can be a tremendous aid as one struggles to right one’s thought life, just as a bandage can help a wound heal more effectively even though it is the work of the material inside one’s cells that actually accomplishes the healing.


  In the final analysis, the strict material naturalist believes that a person’s potential to become Mother Teresa or Adolf Hitler is predetermined by the biochemical and neurological matter acting upon and creating that person’s unique reasoning and subsequent actions.35 To the material naturalist, both Hitler and Mother Teresa were human beings with unique brain chemistry, who acted according to their neurology, which drove their human reason and experience.


  To a material naturalist, Mother Teresa’s work was inspired by her biology, and even her religious devotion was not a conscious “mindful” choice guided by her relationship with a personal God and her free will, but the result of a “God gene” or a “moral molecule” in her “spiritual brain.”36 The attempts to study the relationship between particular genes, neurochemicals and hormones, such as oxytocin, and religious beliefs are offered as evidence that it is chemistry and not God that spurs belief.


  However, if God exists and both created and interacts with the world and human beings, it would be certain that God would have created us with a structural architecture to accommodate this ultimate reality. A God that desired a relationship with human beings would surely have created a capacity to connect, to use a machine metaphor, just as cell towers offer connectivity for cell phone users.


  Naturalism and Religion


  It would be rare indeed to find a true material naturalist who is not an atheist; however, not every atheist is a material naturalist, even those in the philosophy of science. Notable exceptions include Thomas Nagel and Jerry Fodor. Tom Bartlett, senior social science writer for the Chronicle of Higher Education, reviews a number of new books on the new science of religion in an article entitled “Dusting Off God.” Bartlett writes,


  A growing body of research suggests that religion or religious ideas, in certain circumstances, in some people, can elicit the kind of behavior that is good for society: fairness, generosity, honesty. At the very least, when you read the literature, it becomes difficult to confidently assert that religion, despite the undeniable evil it has sometimes inspired, is entirely toxic.37



  Given this fact, many scientists are eager to study the phenomenon of religion, even material naturalists, who tend to study religion as either a biochemical phenomenon or an evolutionary one, that is, religion survives because it is good for society.


  A more recent argument suggests that evolution be broadened from pure individual natural selection to a group-selection theory, such as the one posited by the famous biologist and naturalist Edward O. Wilson in his book The Social Conquest of Earth, whereupon he also pits religion and science in an irreconcilable conflict—“their opposition defines the difference between science and religion, between trust in empiricism and belief in the supernatural.” Both God and free will are brain illusions to Wilson who writes, “We cannot escape the question of free will, which some philosophers still argue sets us apart. It is a product of the subconscious decision-making center of the brain that gives the cerebral cortex the illusion of independent action.”38


  The new science of religion is not about God and human beings but largely about chemistry and evolution. Tom Bartlett writes of evolutionary biologist David Sloan Wilson’s work that he insists that “trying to discover why we believe is more intriguing than the debate over whether anyone is up there looking down.”39 Thus these studies are disassociated from such questions as, Does God exist? How does knowing and relating to God influence human well-being? Rather these works are interested in the biology of belief and its utilitarian social advantages.


  Summary


  The Judeo-Christian critique of material naturalism is not a critique of science but of scientism, the insistence that science is the only source of knowledge about reality and that reality is entirely material.40 Alvin Plantinga, perhaps the most articulate and able critic of the idea that religion and science are pitted in some inevitable battle, outlines the “deep concord between Christian theism and the deep roots of science.”41 Plantinga explains:


  Modern Western empirical science originated and flourished in the bosom of Christian theism and originated nowhere else. . . . The fact is it was Christian Europe that fostered, promoted, and nourished modern science. All of the great names of early Western science, furthermore, Nicholas Copernicus, Galileo Galilei, Isaac Newton, Robert Boyle, John Wilkins, Roger Cotes and many others—all were serious believers in God. Indeed the twentieth-century physicist C. F. von Weizäcker goes so far as to say, “In this sense, I call modern science a legacy of Christianity.”42



  Atheist Thomas Nagel convincingly challenges the problems of material-naturalism in his book Mind and Cosmos. In his review of Plantinga’s book, Nagel writes that while he cannot imagine believing in God,


  Plantinga’s criticisms of naturalism are directed at the deepest problem with that view—how it can account for the appearance, through the operation of the laws of physics and chemistry, of conscious beings like ourselves, capable of discovering those laws and understanding the universe that they govern. Defenders of naturalism have not ignored this problem, but I believe that so far, even with the aid of evolutionary theory, they have not proposed a credible solution.43



  Material naturalists and Christians agree that there is a physical material reality independent of our minds. That we can know and should learn as much as we can about physical material phenomena by applying the scientific method is equally agreed upon. There are no irreconcilable differences between good science and the Judeo-Christian worldview from which it flourished. There are only differences between scientists and philosophers of science, some who are strict material naturalists and others who are not.


  6


  Science as the Only Truth




  The scientific method can shed light on every and any concept, even those that have troubled humans since the earliest stirrings of consciousness and continue to do so today. It can elucidate love, hope, and charity. It can elucidate those great inspirations to human achievement, the seven deadly sins of pride, envy, anger, greed, sloth, gluttony, and lust. In this book . . . I consider merely the great questions of being, questions that for millennia have been the inspiration of myth, and explore what science can say to illuminate them and dispel their mystery without diminishing their grandeur or reducing our wonder.



  Peter Atkins, On Being



  All scientists—those who are and those who are not material naturalists—agree on and use the same scientific methods to study natural phenomena in physics, chemistry and biology. Material naturalists simply hold that facts derived in this way are the only things we can reliably know about the universe and human nature. Those who are not naturalists (religious or nonreligious) recognize that material explanations are necessary but inadequate; there are other ways to understand and discern what is real, good and true, other approaches to knowledge.


  In 1620, Francis Bacon, a professing Christian, first proposed the scientific method that all scientists use. In his classic treatise Novum Organum (new instrument), he began his explanation of the new method by critiquing Aristotle’s long-established classic, Organon, which used largely deductive logic to argue from the universal to the particular. Bacon was convinced that inductive logic and systematic scientific inquiry and experimentation would be highly productive, and indeed it has been, resulting in countless inventions in the areas of medicine, technology and agriculture, from space travel to frozen foods. In fact, Bacon died of pneumonia while conducting an experiment in the snow to see if freezing chicken would preserve the meat.


  Francis Bacon was a scientist and a Christian, but not a material naturalist; he was a sort of Renaissance man writing broadly in philosophy, law and poetry, even translating Psalms.1 Bacon believed that God had imbued man with both the desire and the ability to understand and invent. In Bacon’s thinking, God had given us two works from which we could know him and ourselves—the Scriptures and the study of nature. Bacon contended that scientific knowledge had to be positioned within a moral system, else it could become dangerous; he wrote in the preface to his Instauratio Magna:


  I humbly pray . . . that knowledge being now discharged of that venom which the serpent infused into it, and which makes the mind of man to swell, we may not be wise above measure and sobriety, but cultivate truth in charity. . . . Lastly, I would address one general admonition to all; that they consider what are the true ends of knowledge, and that they seek it not either for pleasure of the mind, or for contention, or for superiority to others, or for profit, or fame, or power, or any of these inferior things; but for the benefit and use of life; and that they perfect and govern it in charity. For it was from the lust of power that the angels fell, from lust of knowledge that man fell; but of charity there can be no excess, neither did angel or man ever come in danger by it.2



  A Law-Governed Universe


  The reason the scientific method is so reliable and productive is that we live in a law-governed universe rather than one that operates on random or changing laws. In addition, our minds, being made in the image of God, are specially fit to study and understand the world. To the theist this is another of the signposts of the existence of God. All scientists study and operate within these laws and use them to further knowledge. Plantinga describes the match between our minds and the pursuit of knowledge and understanding:


  God created both us and our world in such a way as there is a certain fit or match between the world and our cognitive faculties. The medievals had a phrase for it: adequatio intellectus ad rem (the adequation of the intellect to reality). The basic idea, here, is simply that there is a match between our cognitive or intellectual faculties and reality, thought of as including whatever exists, a match that enables us to know something, indeed a great deal about the world—and also about ourselves and God himself.3



  While there can be no clear nonoverlapping division between them, we tend to classify the laws that form our reality into the physical, natural, moral and spiritual. Nevertheless these laws are a part of a unified whole and cannot be understood alone. Though we can study aspects of these laws independently, as we often do using the scientific method, they operate not in isolation but rather in unity with one another.


  Physical laws govern the operations of physical material and energy and their processes, studied by physicists, chemists and astronomers. Natural laws govern the flourishing of nature—as studied by biologists, botanists, zoologists and chemists. Studying these laws of nature provides endless opportunities to observe phenomena that can give rise to new technologies, for example, birds as a model for airplanes and dragonflies and hummingbirds for helicopters.


  There are also human natural laws that define those ways of being that most promote human flourishing (individually and collectively), such as those that undergird physical, psychological and social well-being. There are also moral laws, which result in optimal individual and social flourishing, such as the principles of ethics, politics, psychology, sociology, anthropology, health and even history. When a natural human law or a moral law is broken—for example, in physical health by alcoholism, in psychological health by a lack of forgiveness or in sociological health by sexual promiscuity—the consequences may not be as immediately apparent as when physical laws like gravity are broken. Nevertheless, there are consequences.


  Though not recognized by material naturalists or secular humanists, there are also spiritual laws, which govern transactions in the unseen spiritual world. Missiologist Charles Kraft notes,


  Laws and principles in the spiritual realm are every bit as binding as those that operate in the physical realm. . . . If we consciously declare that we don’t believe in the law of gravity and defy it, we soon find we are subject to it whether we want to be or not. The same is true of spiritual laws.4



  Regarding the study of spiritual laws, scientific methods may be less useful because the origins and outcomes of particular spiritual transactions (1) do not engage identified natural phenomena, (2) engage the natural world at such an astronomical or infinitesimal level that the scientific method is incapable of capturing the whole picture within the parameters of scientific methods or (3) are secondarily useful because the consequences of spiritual transactions may be observed in the natural world, albeit after the fact. Spiritual transactions precede their natural manifestations. What we often view as physical or psychological causes may be first the results of spiritual transactions from broken human moral laws. For example, my depression was a consequence of a long history of wrong thoughts and actions, and thus my serotonin and other biochemical levels most likely went askew due to my actions and thoughts and not the reverse.


  I have no doubt that many spiritual transactions ultimately can be detected using both science and metaphysical knowledge, including spiritual discernment. Reflecting on my thought patterns twenty years ago, I am certain that if I had been given any psychoneurological measurements prior to my conversion and then again a few years after my conversion, these measurements would have yielded very different results, not because the chemical and neurophysiological changes caused my conversion but the reverse. Gradually I developed an increased clarity that I had never experienced before, which over the years surely would have been detectable even by standard psychological measures. However, when material naturalists propose biochemistry as cause, when it may well be the result, our understanding of psychological, sociological and spiritual knowledge is limited.


  Sigmund Koch, president of the American Psychological Association in 1981, described the material-naturalist methodological limits placed on psychology and the other social sciences when they moved themselves out of philosophy and into the sciences in the twentieth century. He argued that this move subjected the field to “ameaningful thinking” and diminished its capacity to define and study the bigger questions of life such as meaning, goodness, evil, suffering and purpose.5


  A Material Naturalist’s Proposal to Reconcile the Spiritual and the Physical World


  In an attempt to reconcile scientists who do and do not believe in God, popular evolutionary biologist and historian Stephen Jay Gould suggested that religious thought not be excluded but relegated to a separate sphere because he believed science and religion could not speak on the same subjects. Gould suggested they occupied “nonoverlapping magisteria” (NOMA—different legitimate domains of authority that do not overlap). Gould writes:


  Religion is too important to too many people for any dismissal or denigration of the comfort still sought by many folks from theology. I may, for example, privately suspect that papal insistence on divine infusion of the soul represents a sop to our fears, a device for maintaining a belief in human superiority within an evolutionary world offering no privileged position to any creature. But I also know that souls represent a subject outside the magisterium of science. My world cannot prove or disprove such a notion, and the concept of souls cannot threaten or impact my domain. Moreover, while I cannot personally accept the Catholic view of souls, I surely honor the metaphorical value of such a concept both for grounding moral discussion and for expressing what we most value about human potentiality: our decency, care, and all the ethical and intellectual struggles that the evolution of consciousness imposed upon us.6



  However, according to Judeo-Christian principles, the spiritual and physical not only coexist but are inextricable because both are present and interact in the formation and continuation of the universe. When separated, knowledge of both is diminished—natural and spiritual, religion and science. How could a universe exist where coexisting phenomena do not interact? Unity in diversity has always been foundational in the human search for truth; thus a major purpose of the development of the uni-versity.


  Any well-educated, diligent scientist—material naturalist or not, atheist, Jew, Hindu, Muslim, Christian or Buddhist—can make many important discoveries working within the framework of the scientific method, exploring hypotheses in experiments on natural phenomena and processes. Religious and areligious scientists have equal opportunity to excel in answering well-designed questions about specific natural phenomena within specified conditions in time and space. While scientific evidence is a critical part of the data taken into consideration even when discerning spiritual phenomena, it is only one part of a much larger whole.


  7


  The Purposeless Universe Emerged from Nothing




  In the beginning the universe was created.

  This has made a lot of people very angry and has

  been widely regarded as a bad move.


  Douglas Adams,

  The Restaurant at the End of the Universe


  No matter scientists’ positions on the agency question (who or what agent caused the universe—God or spontaneously generating or preexisting/evolving material) or the origins question (why and how human beings came to be), most scientists, material naturalists or not, now agree that the universe in which we live had a beginning, that it continues to expand and that there will inevitably be an end. Lawrence Krauss proposes, as do a number of other material naturalists, that the laws of quantum mechanics were enough to create the universe.1 Catching more of the media spotlight, Stephen Hawking and colleague Leonard Mlodinow in their most recent book theorized that “because there is a law such as gravity the Universe can and will create itself from nothing.”2 The New York Times review was titled “Many Kinds of Universes, and None Require God.”3


  Oxford mathematician and historian of science John Lennox responds,


  Clearly, [Hawking] assumes that gravity exists. That is not nothing. So the universe is not created from nothing. Worse still, the statement “the universe can and will create itself from nothing” is self-contradictory. If I say, “X creates Y,” this presupposes the existence of X in the first place in order to bring Y into existence. If I say, “X creates X,” I presuppose the existence of X in order to account for the existence of X. To presuppose the existence of the universe to account for its existence is logically incoherent.4



  Lennox explains further:


  The world of strict naturalism in which clever mathematical laws all by themselves bring the universe and life into existence, is pure (science) fiction. Theories and laws do not bring matter/energy into existence. The view that they nevertheless somehow have that capacity seems a rather desperate refuge . . . from the alternative possibility. . . . Trying to avoid the clear evidence for the existence of a divine intelligence behind nature, atheist scientists are forced to ascribe creative powers to less and less credible candidates like mass/energy and the laws of nature.5



  Atheist astronomer and mathematician Fred Hoyle ultimately believed that “a supercalculating intelligence had monkeyed with physics, as well as with chemistry and biology,” as he discovered the extraordinary precision and design that exists in the universe. He wrote:


  So try as I would, I couldn’t convince myself that even the whole universe would be sufficient to find life by random processes—by what are called blind forces of nature. The thought occurred to me one day that the human chemical industry doesn’t chance on its products by throwing chemicals at random in a stewpot. . . . Wasn’t it even more ridiculous to suppose that the vastly more complicated systems of biology had been obtained by throwing chemicals at random into a wildly chaotic astronomical stewpot? By far the simplest way to arrive at the correct sequences of amino acids in the enzymes would be by thought, not random processes. . . . It would need a somewhat more superhuman scientist. . . . Rather than accept the fantastically small probability of life having arisen through blind forces of nature, it seemed better to suppose that the origin of life was a deliberate intellectual act. By “better” I mean less likely to be wrong.6



  The intricate design of our universe, planet and life forms is sometimes referred to as the anthropic principle or the Goldilocks phenomenon, which describes the mind-boggling precision and fine-tuned nature of the earth and universe we occupy.7 For example, if we were just slightly closer or further from the sun or moon we could not survive. Astrophysicist Guillermo Gonzalez and philosopher Jay Richards also note how uniquely the earth is positioned for observation of both the universe and our own galaxy.8 Some atheists suggest that in the case of a different universe, natural selection would have simply selected different beings so suited; this obviously would still raise the same question.


  Scott Hahn and Benjamin Wiker suggest that the new atheists go out of their way to avoid obvious conclusions from the evidence:


  In fact, [as Richard Dawkins says,] living things have every appearance of being designed by a supernatural intelligent being. That puts Dawkins in an interesting position, quite the reverse of the one implied. Since complicated biological things at least appear to be designed by an intelligent being, then it would be foolish (until one had better evidence) to believe that they were not.9



  British philosopher Antony Flew served as one of the premier apologists for atheism and material naturalism for most of the last half of the twentieth century. Flew ultimately concluded, after careful philosophic analysis of scientific data, that he believed “that this universe’s intricate laws manifest what scientists have called the Mind of God. I believe that life and reproduction originate in a divine Source.” He explains:


  Why do I believe this, given that I expounded and defended atheism for more than a half a century? . . . Science spotlights three dimensions of nature that point to God. The first is the fact that nature obeys laws. The second is the dimension of life, of intelligently organized and purpose-driven beings, which arose from matter. The third is the very existence of nature.10



  Flew said in an interview with Gary Habermas that he had simply followed the evidence wherever it led.11 Flew was subsequently drawn to the intelligent design arguments and joined other academics to urge the British government schools to teach intelligent design as one theory.


  Human Evolution


  Far out in the uncharted backwaters of the unfashionable end of the western arm of the galaxy lies a small, unregarded yellow sun. Orbiting this at a distance of roughly ninety-two million miles is an utterly insignificant little blue-green planet whose ape-descended life forms are so amazingly primitive that they still think digital watches are a pretty neat idea. Many were increasingly of the opinion that they’d all made a big mistake in coming down from the trees in the first place. And some said that even the trees had been a bad move, and that no one should ever have left the oceans.



  Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy



  Douglas Adams’s clever spoof on human nature highlights one of the more contentious ideological debates of our time—the origin of the human species. Though often depicted as a struggle between science and religion, it is actually a controversy between material naturalists and those who are not, religious or otherwise. Some of the more contemporary and able critics of the material-naturalist evolution theory are atheists. For example, atheist philosopher Thomas Nagel’s new book Mind and Cosmos bears this subtitle: Why the Materialist Neo-Darwinian Conception of Nature Is Almost Certainly False.12


  Popular media, public educational institutions and museums encourage us to believe there are only two options—naturalistic evolution and six twenty-four-hour-day creationism (only one of which is presented as scientific and reasonable). However, there are five very distinct views, which include (1) naturalistic evolution, (2) theistic evolution, (3) intelligent design, (4) old-earth special creation and (5) young-earth special creation. All but the young-earth-special-creation advocates agree on the age of the earth being approximately 4.5 billion years and the age of the universe being approximately 13.7 billion years.


  Regardless of a scientist’s commitment to one of these five major views, the actual daily practice of “doing science” on existing material does not differ based on one’s a priori theoretical commitment to a particular position on the origin of human life. Thus a scientist who believes in six twenty-four-hour creation days or naturalistic evolution has the same potential for scientific discovery. Scientific methods are not dependent on a particular metaphysical belief about origins. Rather than wring our hands about which position students in our science classes hold and why, we should simply present them all and then proceed to engage their minds in the wonders of the universe from astronomy to cellular biology in order to encourage their pursuit of science, which is infinitely beautiful, complex and irresistible.


  Jerry Fodor highlights the metaphysical nature of all the various positions.


  The problem with creationism, even if you are not a hard-core atheist as I am, is that anything is compatible with creationism. If God created the world, he could have created it anyway he liked. . . . Creationism isn’t the only doctrine that’s heavily into post-hoc explanation. Darwinism is too. If a creature develops the capacity to spin a web, you tell a story about why spinning a web was good in the context of evolution.13



  Setting aside the memorable but hypothetical textbook drawings of apes straightening up to become human, indelibly written on our minds from our elementary science texts, which even evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould criticized,14 there are growing numbers of religious, agnostic and atheist scientists and philosophers who are skeptical of the standard evolution story.15 Thomas Nagel writes of the Darwinist story,


  The more details we learn about the chemical basis of life and the intricacy of the genetic code, the more unbelievable the standard historical account becomes. . . . It seems to me, as it is usually presented, the current orthodoxy about the cosmic order is the product of governing assumptions that are unsupported, and that it flies in the face of common sense.16



  There is an apocryphal story going around that illustrates the problem of origins of human beings. Upon completion of the map of the human genome, a group of scientists made a visit to God to inform him they had finished mapping the human genome and thus unlocked the secret of life. “Thank you, but we won’t be needing your help any longer,” they told him. God graciously thanked them for the information and then suggested they have a man-making contest before they left. Enthusiastically they agreed. God picked up a handful of dirt, and the lead scientist did the same. God stopped, looked at the scientist and said, “No, no, no; you get your own dirt.”


  Agreement on Evolution Within Species


  Proponents of all five views on human origins agree that within a species, genetic material changes or evolves in response to environmental conditions over time such that the organism adjusts to new conditions, making it more likely to survive. White moths turned dark during industrialization; beaks of finches on the Galapagos Islands become harder during droughts; bacteria evolve to become drug resistant. However, these bacteria, finches and moths remain the same bacteria, finches and moths; they do not become substantially different organisms. Evolution does occur within a species over a long period of time, but, beyond this micro-evolution, scientists disagree on mechanisms accounting for the origins of higher levels of life (higher taxon-level disparity) and in particular disagree about the viability of the standard account of evolution to produce new species.17


  Though no species has ever been observed to change into another (using the broad as opposed to narrow definitions of species), two of the five positions (naturalistic and theistic evolution) believe there is enough deductive and inductive evidence to propose evolution across species (the common ancestry of all species); three others do not believe there is adequate evidence. Four of the five views believe that God or some superior intelligence is the agent behind the creation of all life. All monotheists believe that human beings are uniquely and purposely made in the image of God (theistic evolution, intelligent design, old-earth creation and young-earth special creation).


  All five of the positions on the origin of human life (naturalist or otherwise) rely on metaphysical assumptions that are difficult to verify using scientific methods. Although it is widely circulated through documentaries, textbooks and museums that Darwinian evolution is a value-neutral fact of science, all these positions are equally dependent on metaphysical assumptions.


  The Five Positions


  Naturalistic Darwinian evolution.


  We admit that we are like apes,

  but we seldom realize that we are apes.


  Richard Dawkins,

  A Devil’s Chaplain


  Material naturalists maintain that humans evolved from lower animals, which began as single-cell organisms that had emerged from nonliving matter through an unknown process. This evolution from lower to higher animals is accomplished through nondirected processes such as mutation, natural selection, gene exchange and genetic drift,18 without any supernatural intervention, forethought or purpose. A cardinal principle of all evolutionary theory is that all living things are related to one another and all descended from a single early form of life,19 even though the process whereby nothing becomes inert material and inert material produces living matter is not known. Advances in living organisms are said to occur when genetic mutations sort themselves out through natural selection, the process whereby over generations certain genetic traits are selected for expression over others because of their utility in helping the organism better survive and reproduce. These processes are dependent on chance genetic mutations that produce advantages for survival.


  Daniel Dennett, philosopher of science and able proponent of the naturalist’s evolutionary position, believes that Darwinian evolution is perfectly capable of explaining the complexity of life. He suggests the more we know about undirected evolution, the more God is left with just a “ceremonial role to play.”20 In a Public Broadcasting System interview, Dennett explains, “After Darwin, God’s role changes from being the designer of all creatures, great and small, to being the designer of the laws of nature, from which natural selection can unfold, to being just perhaps the chooser of the laws.”21


  Like Dennett, other material naturalists believe that science’s vast accumulation of knowledge is gradually filling in the gaps in our knowledge that we have previously assigned to God.22 This is often referred to as the God-of-the-gaps hypothesis, which suggests that Christians and other monotheists believe in God because of the things that are unknown, and thus attribute to God anything not yet understood. John Lennox provides an analogy to the argument that the more we know the less we can believe in God as creator. Lennox notes that just because we understand everything about the internal combustion engine does not mean that Henry Ford did not exist.23


  Thomas Nagel, in reviewing Dawkins’s The God Delusion, explains the confusion here.


  But God, whatever he may be, is not a complex physical inhabitant of the natural world. The explanation of his existence as a chance concatenation of atoms [via evolution] is not a possibility for which we must find an alternative, because this is not what anybody means by God. . . . The point of the [God] hypothesis is to claim that not all explanation is physical, and that there is . . . an explanation more fundamental than all the basic laws of physics, because it even explains them.24



  Theistic evolution. Theistic evolutionists agree with most of the neo-Darwinian evolutionary hypotheses but add that this evolutionary process was intentionally designed, created, directed and sustained through God’s supernatural intervention. They believe God set these materials and processes in motion, resulting in the development of the human species, intentionally created in his image and for relationship with him and with one another. The BioLogos Foundation defines the difference between material naturalists’ and theists’ accounts of evolution. The theist believes “that all life on earth came about by the God-ordained process of evolution with common descent [which] . . . is the means by which God providentially achieves his purposes in creation.”25 While recognizing that mutations are random, in that they are unpredictable, theistic evolutionists believe that natural selection is not random because there is a plan and purpose for the evolutionary processes established by God at creation.


  Several prominent scientists and mathematicians who are not material naturalists count themselves in this group. These include Francis Collins, Ard Louis, John Polkinghorne, David Vosburg, Darrel Falk and Karl Giberson. The Roman Catholic Church and some prominent Protestant theologians, such as N. T. Wright and Tim Keller, also support this position. From this position, Hahn and Wiker tell us,


  So, we can see that the disagreement between theists and Dawkins, then, is not about the universe being 13.5 billion years old or that evolution of some kind has occurred. Both are entirely compatible with a theistic account of the universe, and hence present no difficulty for Catholics. The problem with Dawkins is his against-all-odds insistence that chance be the blind god who brings everything about.26



  Although it is often believed that should evolutionary theory be conclusively proven (if that could ever be) this would negate a God who stands beyond creation and purposefully plans and directs the substance and order of all things, it would not. There are many theists who believe in evolution but simply not as an unintended and undirected process. Rather to them the process of evolution is seen as part of God’s design. Theistic evolutionist Francis Collins, who headed the human genome project and now leads the powerful National Institutes of Health, writes in his book The Language of God,


  Science is the only legitimate way to investigate the natural world. . . . Science can make mistakes. But the nature of science is self-correcting. . . . Nevertheless, science alone is not enough to answer all the important questions. . . . Science is not the only way of knowing. The spiritual worldview provides another way of finding truth. Scientists who deny this would be well advised to consider the limits of their own tools.27



  The relationship outlined by Collins between science and religion is somewhat akin to Stephen Jay Gould’s nonoverlapping magisteria; the two do not necessarily overlap, but complement one another.28 For many it is difficult to justify that the acts of God in creation were not, in large part, also “spiritual.” If this is true, it would take both kinds of reasoning to understand the design and operations of the universe.


  The BioLogos Foundation serves as the center of intellectual activity where many theistic evolutionists come together, publish papers and blogs regarding theistic evolution and often contest other theistic positions, as well as nontheist evolutionists.29 They tend to be particularly critical of intelligent-design advocates who contest evolutionary theory in general on scientific grounds.30


  Scientific arguments against evolution across species. Some theists are not the only doubters of the theory of evolution across species; the theory is under intense challenges also by nontheists, such as philosophers of science Jerry Fodor and Thomas Nagel and biochemist and cognitive scientist Massimo Piattelli-Palmarini. Fodor and Piattelli-Palmarini write, “There is something wrong—quite possibly fatally wrong—with the theory of natural selection; and we are aware that, even among those who are not quite sure what it is, allegiance to Darwinism has become a litmus for deciding who does, and who does not, hold a ‘properly scientific’ world view.”31 Similarly, Nagel writes, “It seems to me that, as it is usually presented, the current orthodoxy about the cosmic order is the product of governing assumptions that are unsupported, and that it flies in the face of common sense. . . . It is prima facie highly improbable that life as we know it is the result of a sequence of physical accidents together with the mechanism of natural selection.”32


  There are three major challenges to the theory of evolution across species. First, Darwin himself noted that for his theory to be true, scientists would have to find remains of many transitional beings—forms that would indicate the transition from one species to another, for example, from an ape to a man. Despite the many bones displayed in museums all over the world, on close examination the bones on display are either still apes or humans.33 Even the celebrated Lucy, Ardi and Java Man have not begun to fill the gap of beings supposed to exist between apes and man that Darwin predicted would be filled by paleontology (the study of prehistoric life).34


  There have been various attempts of evolutionists to explain the lack of transitional forms. Stephen Jay Gould, atheist paleontologist and evolutionary biologist, proposed a way around the problem by hypothesizing that new species could have evolved very quickly from other species in particular places at particular times, thus not requiring a long line of transitional beings. He named the process “punctuated equilibrium.” This poses problems for traditional Darwinists whose theory depends on gradual change over time through natural selection.


  Second, the “Cambrian explosion,” estimated to have taken place 543 million years ago, presents another challenge to the idea that single-cell organisms gradually become more complex ones. During this period single-cell organisms did not slowly evolve into more complex ones; rather, many highly disparate complex living organisms suddenly appear in the fossil record without evidence of the theoretically necessary minor changes that should precede them if the theory is true.35 Gould described the fissure here between theory and evidence:


  The peculiar character of this evidence has not matched Darwin’s prediction of a continuous rise in complexity toward Cambrian life, and the problem of the Cambrian explosion has remained as stubborn as ever—if not more so, since our confusion now rests on knowledge, rather than ignorance, about the nature of Precambrian life.36



  Third, and perhaps the most troubling scientific conundrum, is the claim that species evolve through natural selection via the process of mutations. Mutations generally involve either the rearrangement of existing genetic information or loss of genetic information. Overwhelmingly, science demonstrates that mutations are predominantly neutral or detrimental to the organism, and very rarely beneficial to life. Some scientists have attempted to create new species by forming genetic mutations in the earliest stages of development of less complex life forms—called evo-devo biology (evolutionary developmental). Regarding such experiments with fruit flies in the evo-devo labs, molecular biologist Jonathan Wells states, “no matter what we do to a fruit fly embryo, there are only three possible outcomes—a normal fruit fly, a defective fruit fly, or a dead fruit fly.”37 Michael Denton adds that transitional forms cannot breed.38 Evolution to another species requires many mutations, increasing in complexity simultaneously, and they all must take place while the organism stays alive—“half-formed lungs won’t work because the organism can’t breathe.”39


  On the other hand, material naturalists counter the God hypothesis by pointing to “functionless (vestigial) structures” and “junk DNA,” which appeared at first glance to serve no purpose, as evidence against God. Other scientists insist that these structures, such as our tailbone or appendix, do serve important functions; our tailbone connects muscles in our pelvis, and the appendix appears to aid in the generation of beneficial bacteria.40 Why, they ask, would an all-knowing God have left such things lying around? Most recent studies are revealing that what was once called junk DNA turns out to serve critical functions, such as triggering various elements of DNA to turn off or on.41


  More recently, evolutionists point to genetic similarities between species to bolster Darwinian views of evolution. It is widely reported that the human genome and that of the chimpanzee share about 95-98 percent similar DNA.42 This is used by material naturalists to bolster their arguments against the exceptionality of human beings in nature. But why would we not expect God to use the same material for many different things? We use metal for children’s toys, skyscrapers, mechanical limbs and bombs. Rather, the more obvious question is how much then can the physical genome actually explain? While there are some obvious physical similarities between apes and humans, there are vast differences in our behaviors, histories and abilities. This argument seems only to suggest that DNA studies may not be sufficient to describe the radical differences between the species.


  Why if there are such similarities at a molecular level are there so many differences in nature? No chimpanzee, ape or similar animal has ever set up complex societies, built houses, produced works of art and music, developed an oral or written language, or studied itself. Where do these tremendous differences come from? Perhaps, as salmon scientist Ernie Brannon suggests, there is something more to the biblical explanation that God breathed his spirit into man and made him in his image than is thus far evident in the gene pool.43


  Intelligent design. On sabbatical in 1993, Berkeley law professor Phillip Johnson began reading about the theory of evolution. From his position as a lawyer, he reasoned that the theory lacked evidence. He later wrote asking some troubling questions about Darwin’s theory.44 From this beginning, Johnson attracted other scientists with similar concerns. These now form a group of scientists and philosophers who collectively refer to themselves as intelligent design theorists and scientists.


  Biochemist Michael Behe, famous for the study of the bacterial flagellum, argues that certain biological systems would have to have been assembled in one fell swoop in order to function. His argument on “irreducible complexity” dovetails with the argument of philosopher William Dembski’s notion of “specified complexity,” revealing the impossibility of particular complex systems to have emerged in the manner described in neo-Darwinian evolutionary theory. Stephen Meyer’s work suggests that the complexity of the DNA genetic code is evidence alone of a designing intelligence. Other ID advocates include both religious and agnostic scholars Antony Flew, Michael Denton, Jonathan Wells, Caroline Crocker, Richard Steinberger, Robert Marks, Jeff Schwartz, Guillermo Gonzalez, Jay Richards, David Berlinski and Phillip Johnson.45


  ID proponents scientifically analyze systems in astronomy, biology, physics and chemistry to determine whether the observed structures are most likely products of unguided natural selection, intelligent design or some combination. Like other scientists, they advance their propositions by inference to the best possible explanation and conduct experiments that arise from these hypotheses. They have discovered new planets and worked on the finely tuned nature of the universe and earth, the initial conditions necessary to support life, the origin of irreducibly complex life including DNA transcription, the origin of major body plans in the Cambrian explosion, biological disparity and species diversity, and the processes of mutation, such as those involved in bacterial drug resistance.


  Intelligent design advocates hold prestigious degrees and have considerable scientific accomplishments but are often marginalized and sometimes even excluded from the scientific establishment in elite universities and other institutions.46 For example, in August 2013 a university president announced that the theory of intelligent design could not be taught in science classrooms.47 Thus proponents who remain in universities work largely under the radar and keep their skepticism of Darwinian evolution and their metaphysical commitments hidden. Ben Stein’s popular film Expelled, though hotly criticized, revealed a reality that ID proponents face often from the same people who paradoxically accuse the early Roman Catholic Church of persecuting Galileo for his doubts.48


  In an attempt to discount the academic rigor of intelligent-design theorists and their work, material naturalists often label its advocates creationists. The term creationist has suffered so much derision in the media that it makes it easy to dismiss ID out of hand without engaging the advocates’ scientific research and theory. Unlike young-earth creationism, ID draws its metaphysics not from arguments about the age of the earth or man but from empirical scientific data revealing the design components that would be unlikely to have formed as a result of a slow process of evolution.


  Intelligent design advocates define themselves as a community of scientists, philosophers and other scholars seeking to understand the “prodigious evidence of design in nature.”49 The Discovery Institute serves as the primary gathering place and think tank for intelligent-design advocates.50 They believe that the operations of the universe and the intricacies of living things are best explained by an intelligent, purposive design and reject theoretical propositions that solely material phenomena acting according to unguided processes brought the universe and nature into being.51 Since 2001, over seven hundred scientists have signed Discovery’s Statement of Dissent from Darwinism, which reads, “We are skeptical of claims for the ability of random mutation and natural selection to account for the complexity of life. Careful examination of the evidence for Darwinian theory should be encouraged.”52


  The reason that ID refers to an intelligent designer rather than God is that some members of its community of scholars are agnostics, Muslims or Buddhists in addition to Jews and Christians. Even atheists like Nagel support their work as a viable theory. Nevertheless, one of the criticisms is that most intelligent-design theorists, in fact, do believe in God or at least that God is probable. Philosopher of science and self-described “ex-Christian” Michael Ruse quips that their use of the words “intelligent designer” rather than God is “a terminological inexactitude.”53 Mathematician and philosopher David Berlinski, who calls himself a secular Jew, says of intelligent design theory, “I do not know whether any of this is true. I am certain that the scientific community does not know that it is false.”54


  Old-earth special creation. Old-earth creation proponents look at the seven-day story more in terms of geological epochs or as a narrative framework for interpreting the origins account as did many of the early church fathers.55 They accept the traditional dating of the universe and earth but do not accept evolution as an adequate explanation for the origins of life.56 Some point out that the fossil record does basically follow the same order as listed in the “generations of days of creation” in Genesis, while others will disregard the apparent chronology. These scholars use scientific evidence to argue for the existence of God and believe that scientific ideas are evident in the Bible but that not all these biblical passages are to be interpreted literally.


  Old-earth creationist and Orthodox Jewish physicist Gerald Schroeder is a physicist, earth scientist and theologian whose science degrees are from Massachusetts Institute of Technology. His early scientific work centered primarily on the control of radioactivity. He is a popular and prolific writer on the “confluence of modern science and ancient biblical commentary.”57 He was influential in the conversion of famous philosopher Antony Flew.58


  The most prominent old-earth creationist, astrophysicist Hugh Ross, has pulled together scholars across the scientific disciplines to develop the Reasons to Believe Institute.59 RTB has a large number of scholars working to articulate the latest discoveries to a well-educated audience who may or may not be scientists. Their mission is to equip Christians “by demonstrating that sound reason and scientific research—including the very latest discoveries—consistently support, rather than erode, confidence in the truth of the Bible and faith in the personal, transcendent God revealed in both Scripture and nature.”60 Ross was the youngest person (at seventeen) to serve as director of observations for Vancouver’s branch of the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada. He is a prolific writer articulating a biblical creation model that is testable, falsifiable and predictive.61


  Young-earth creation. Young-earth or six twenty-four-hour-day creationists tend to argue from the Bible to science and back, interpreting scientific discoveries and knowledge through biblical texts, particularly the book of Genesis. Much of the general public’s understanding of this form of creationism comes from the movie Inherit the Wind, in which the “creationists” are depicted as bumbling simpletons. The original movie was actually a critical commentary on the repression of intellectuals during the McCarthy era. Unlike the film’s end, the actual trial upheld the teaching of creation.


  Young-earth creationists believe that God created the earth in six twenty-four-hour days, that the universe is only about ten thousand years old and that fossils are primarily artifacts from the flood that Noah and his family survived. One of the major problems associated with this is the lack of clarity in the Bible regarding what a day constituted in the beginning and its multiple Hebraic definitions.62


  Advocates of young-earth creationism include Henry Morris, who developed the Institute for Creation Research; Carl Baugh; Duane Gish; and Ken Ham, who founded Answers from Genesis.63 Rather than conducting scientific studies themselves, they primarily interpret emerging scientific studies in the context of biblical revelation. Their website describes their purpose: “For over four decades, the Institute for Creation Research has equipped believers with evidence of the Bible’s accuracy and authority through scientific research, educational programs, and media presentations, all conducted within a thoroughly biblical framework.”64 Their energies are most directly focused on finding scientific research that sheds doubt on the age of the earth and the theory of evolution.


  God or Material Origins


  John Lennox asks the ultimate question that theistic evolutionists, intelligent-design theorists and old- and young-earth creation theorists ask: given whatever the materials, processes and laws one believes caused the universe to exist, where did or do the basic building blocks of the material world come from, and, in particular, where did information (coded in DNA) come from? Lennox asks, “How much more likely, then, is the existence of an intelligent creator behind human DNA, the colossal biological database that contains no fewer than 3.5 billion ‘letters’—the longest word yet discovered?”65 DNA’s storage density alone has been found to be six powers of ten denser than flash-drive technology.66


  Once an apologist for atheism, Antony Flew advised us to follow the evidence where it leads. In science, as in all human endeavors, scientists cannot afford to hold on to a priori ideological commitments (secular or religious) that may become blinders for themselves or others. In all these theories, none is any more dependent on faith than any other. Most important, none of these five perspectives on origins and agency inhibits scientific inquiry or discovery. Quite the opposite, they all encourage it. Proponents of nontheistic evolution, theistic evolution, intelligent design, old-earth creation and young-earth creation all use the same scientific methods when they conduct actual studies.


  These highly politicized metaphysical battles over five distinct scientific theories about the origin and agency of life on earth cannot be solved on one side or the other using the scientific method alone. Cambridge physicist, theologian and former chancellor John Polkinghorne, an esteemed scholar of both science and religion, reminds us that metaphysical claims need to be defended with metaphysical arguments.67 Evolutionary biologist Michael Ruse admits the naturalist’s Darwinian evolutionary bias has political intent:


  Evolution is promoted by its practitioners as more than mere science. Evolution is promulgated as an ideology, a secular religion—a full-fledged alternative to Christianity, with meaning and morality. I am an ardent evolutionist and an ex-Christian, but I must admit that in this one complaint the literalists are absolutely right. Evolution is a religion. This was true of evolution in the beginning, and it is true of evolution still today. . . . Evolution therefore came into being as a kind of secular ideology, an explicit substitute for Christianity.68



  Oxford philosopher Richard Swinburne describes the theist logic:


  We find that the view that there is a God explains everything we observe, not just some narrow range of data. It explains the fact that there is a universe at all, that scientific laws operate within it, that it contains conscious animals and humans with very complex, intricately organized bodies, that we have abundant opportunities for developing ourselves and the world, as well as the more particular data that humans report miracles and have religious experiences. In so far as scientific causes and laws explain some of these things (and in part they do), these very causes and laws need explaining, and God’s action explains them. The very same criteria which scientists use to reach their own theories lead us to move beyond those theories to a creator God who sustains everything in existence.69



  8


  No Miracles Allowed




  There is not to be found in all history,

  any miracle attested by a sufficient number of men,

   of such unquestioned good sense, education and learning,

  as to secure us against all delusion in themselves.


  David Hume, An Enquiry

  Concerning Human Understanding


  



  Miracles are not contrary to nature,

  but only contrary to what we know about nature.


  Augustine of Hippo


  The small book Heaven Is for Real, published in 2010, now has 6.5 million copies in print and a children’s version with 500,000 in print.1 It is an account of a family discovering that their young son, Colton, had an experience in heaven at age three while his life hung in the balance from a ruptured appendix. He talked about meeting Papa, a great-grandfather who had died long before Colton was born. He selected Papa’s picture from his father’s photos, insisting that Papa was not the older man his father showed him but Papa in his thirties. He described the angels singing, talks he had with Jesus and meeting Jesus’ cousin named John. In heaven Colton met his own sister, who had been conceived before him but miscarried, another fact that he could not have known. His parents showed him many pictures of Jesus, but the only one he recognized was a picture painted by Akiane, an artistic prodigy who was seven when she painted a picture of Jesus, whom she had seen in a vision.2


  For those of us educated in the modern world, which has increasingly restricted what can be believed through material naturalism, these accounts are always held with a mix of fascination, suspicion and even contempt. However, New Testament scholar Craig Keener recently has helped break the stubborn material-naturalist barricade that has existed since Hume. Keener’s two-volume text on miracles is one of the most relentlessly referenced texts on the subject. Keener documents miraculous experiences around the world and concludes,


  Not only the Majority World today but also the history of Christianity, including in the West, is replete with supernaturalist claims. The modern Western prejudice against acknowledging or exploring miracle claims rests not on a total lack of evidence for such claims, even in Western history, but on an a priori insistence that they be screened from consideration. Yet such claims belong not only to earlier history or to non-Western cultures; countless examples can be offered today, including in the West.3



  Religious studies professor Candy Gunther Brown has also studied the phenomenal growth of Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity around the world, with its accompanying miraculous signs. One such example is the ministry of Heidi and Roland Baker in Mozambique, where there are frequent reports of healings, deliverances and even the dead being raised.4 Brown’s recommendation is that scientists actively explore the benefits of prayer in healing, benefits that have been shown to be worthy of attention.5 Psychological anthropologist T. M. Luhrmann at Stanford has studied the phenomena of evangelical reports of hearing God, and Tim Stafford, senior writer for Christianity Today, has examined contemporary reports of human experiences with God’s power.6 Prize-winning NPR reporter Barbara Bradley Hagerty has written a compelling book summarizing scientific evidence of the brain and spiritual experience. After years of study, she concluded, “Nothing I have learned [about the brain] has undercut the fundamentals of my Christian faith.”7


  The West, including Western theology, has long been influenced by philosopher David Hume’s eighteenth-century writings that dismissed the miraculous as delusions of the poorly educated. As Keener notes, “If even a handful of miracle claims prove more probable than not, Hume’s argument fails, removing the initial default setting against miracles.”8 He suggests those ministers and theologians trained to believe that the miracles of Jesus operated only for a period of time and are not effectual today might need to check their theological allegiance with actual data.


  The miraculous is more frequently experienced in the Christian church outside of the West—in the Majority World of Africa, South America and Asia. This suggests that disbelief in the miraculous itself is a deterrent.9 Jesus often emphasized the role of faith in the miraculous: “your faith has made you well.”10 Theologian and missiologist Charles Kraft suggests the reason for our lack of faith:


  It is interesting (and discouraging) to note that even though we are Christians, our basic assumptions are usually more like those of non-Christian Westerners around us than we like to admit. We have as Christians made certain modifications. But even though there is often a wide discrepancy between the teachings of Scripture and the common Western assumptions . . . we often find ourselves more Western than Scriptural. . . . This tension is especially acute if we seek to be more open in the area of spiritual power.11



  The Naturalists’ View of Miracles


  Michael Ruse describes the naturalist view of the miraculous in Judeo-Christianity. He writes,


  But does not belief in miracles fly in the face of science? . . . It is true that back in the seventeenth century some—Newton himself, prominently—were prepared to allow God some kind of intervening and adjusting role in the universe’s running, but at least since the nineteenth century this has not been permitted. . . . Science demands unbroken law, Christianity posits miracles, violations of law. Hence, science and Christianity are in conflict. Even though Christianity may speak to science’s unanswered questions, science cannot accept the legitimacy of Christian faith.12



  Several things can be said here about the material-naturalistic view of the miraculous being illegitimate. First, Alvin Plantinga has pointed out that this view is dependent on the principle that the universe is a closed system, which has not been scientifically established. Plantinga writes, “With the advent of quantum mechanics it has become harder yet to find conflict between special divine action and current physics. . . . God is constantly acting specially in the world and the material universe is never causally closed.”13


  Second, not only has the hegemony of secular worldviews rendered miracles an almost inapproachable topic in public, but for the last century many mainline Western pastors have been educated in liberal seminaries that treat spiritual phenomena that cannot be expressed in naturalistic terms as mere human psychological experience. Lesslie Newbigin notes that here God becomes simply “a projection of the human ego on the cosmos.”14 When scientism became the only arbiter of truth, liberal theologians eliminated miracles because they were not consistent with what a modern person could believe.15 The Bible read through the lenses of material naturalism is a very different book.


  If God is real, he is much more than a constructed state of mind or a decision we make to believe or disbelieve. All that exists is wrapped up in his being, in his words “I AM.” This would make the primary focus of our lives to know the One who created us and knows us. This may be one of the reasons that miracles are among the most excoriated tenets of Judeo-Christianity; they shift the focus of our lives and work from us to the most expansive, true and grand reality of all.


  Third, many believe instances of divine intervention actually do involve natural laws, simply a divine acceleration of the natural laws. For example, during healing, a person’s natural body defense and repair systems are simply dramatically sped up. C. S. Lewis and other scholars believe miracles are consistent with what we know about both the laws of nature and the life of Christ. Lewis wrote that miracles involve:


  An interference with nature by the supernatural. . . . A miracle is emphatically not an event without a cause or without results. Its cause is the activity of God: Its results follow according to Natural law. . . . By definition, miracles must of course interrupt the usual course of Nature; but if they are real they must, in the very act of so doing, assert all the more the unity and self-consistency of the total reality at some deeper level.16



  In 1908, G. K. Chesterton noted the paradox that it is liberals, greatly influenced by material naturalism, who deny miracles.


  For some extraordinary reason, there is a fixed notion that it is more liberal to disbelieve in miracles than to believe in them. Why, I cannot imagine, nor can anybody tell me. For some inconceivable cause a “broad” or “liberal” clergyman always means a man who wishes at least to diminish the number of miracles; it never means a man who wishes to increase that number. . . . But in truth this notion that it is “free” to deny miracles has nothing to do with the evidence for or against them. It is a lifeless verbal prejudice of which the original life and beginning was not in the freedom of thought, but simply in the dogma, of materialism. . . . A miracle only means the liberty of God.17



  It is important to note here that words like supernatural and miraculous actually never appear in the biblical text. They are inventions of the Western mind. Apparently to God, Jesus and his disciples, and indeed the early church, these phenomena were simply part and parcel of the world, a world whose laws were one—undivided between natural and supernatural. C. P. Snow’s famous observation of the split between the sciences and the humanities might never have been an issue in the academy had we left intact knowledge of Judeo-Christian principles that easily hold together the metaphysical and the natural sciences and avoid the temptation to material naturalism.18


  The Resurrection—The Ultimate Miracle


  Michael Ruse describes the resurrection from a material-naturalist position:


  Most probably Jesus did die, and his physical body rotted in the tomb. But the disciples felt his presence. By rights they should have been depressed and downtrodden. The very contrary was the case. They felt a surge of comfort and power. They knew that Jesus’ death had not been in vain. He had conquered death in the only sense that was needed. They were thus emboldened to go forth and to preach the gospel. This is what happened and was all that needed to happen. That there may be a naturalistic explanation for all of this, something in terms of group psychology, is absolutely irrelevant. It is what you would expect. It was the meaning of it all that made for the miracle.19



  This raises a number of important questions aside from the obvious question of why so many would have lied and been comforted if they knew he had died. If this feeling of the disciples was “the only sense that was needed” or “all that needed to happen,” then why were virtually all the disciples willing to die proclaiming that he had been physically raised? What exactly was “the only sense that was needed”? Why did hundreds of people report they saw him? How did Paul have an encounter with Jesus well after not only his physical death but also after his ascension? How do people today have similar experiences? Further, why did the disciples not carefully mark and revere his tomb if they knew he had died, even if not in vain?


  Lesslie Newbigin describes the radical challenge of Christ’s resurrection to the secular plausibility structure of the West:


  The difference between the two plausibility structures is seen most sharply at the point where we have to come to terms with the Christian tradition about the resurrection of Jesus. The community of faith makes the confession that God raised Jesus from the dead and that the tomb was empty thereafter. Within the plausibility structure of the modern world, this will become something like the following: The disciples had a series of experiences that led them to the belief that, in some sense, Jesus was still alive and therefore to interpret the Cross as victory and not defeat. This experience can be accepted as a “fact.” People do have such psychological experiences. If this is what is meant by the “Easter event” it qualifies for admission into the world of fact. The former statement (i.e., that the tomb was empty) can be accepted as a fact only if the whole plausibility structure of contemporary Western culture is called into question.20



  The bottom line is this: if the resurrection happened and if Jesus is still alive and accessible to human beings all around the earth, as one-third of the world professes, and if there are miracles, even one, then material naturalism cannot be the full truth. Its principles offer at best a limited view of reality.


  The principles of material naturalism that are true and overlap with Judeo-Christian beliefs—the ability of men to understand the natural world and improve it, the utility of the scientific method, the various facts about matter, energy and laws of physics, chemistry and biology—are not undermined by belief in miracles. Indeed, from the Judeo-Christian natural and spiritual vantage point, the natural world and its processes are even more comprehensible and beautiful. This is why Christianity is an eager proponent of science—science with a moral tether.


  9


  The Ethics of Things upon Things




  We know that science can tell us much about morality. . . . Biology can throw considerable light on these issues—moral behavior is ultimately an adaptation put in place by natural selection to make us functioning social beings. And it goes without saying that, in understanding morality, cultural investigations also have a major role to play. We in the Western world think that female circumcision is a cruel mutilation of women and girls. People in Africa think differently. . . . We know no scientific justification can be given for moral beliefs. There is no metaethical foundation to be found in nature.



  Michael Ruse, Science and Spirituality



  Philosopher of science Michael Ruse explains the reality that there is no metaethical foundation internal to nature or to material naturalism—larger and stronger animals win over smaller ones, males over females, healthy over the infirm and the young over the old. Scientism yields largely utilitarian ethics. Because material naturalists are atheists, their moral reasoning is drawn from a combination of scientific data read in light of human reasoning, which is also to them ultimately nothing more than neurochemical material and its processes. A culture under the grips of material naturalism is at the mercy of the human reasoning of those in power to know what is scientifically possible, to decide what needs to be done (their human ethics) and to use their power to implement their “reasoned” policies.


  It is good to remind ourselves that it was the scientific and academic community that undergirded Hitler in his quest for the perfect race. Intellectuals educated in German research universities helped design and execute the Final Solution. They were combining Darwinian concepts of evolution as applied in animal breeding and Nietzsche’s theory of the potential of developing a superman or superior race (Übermensch). Hitler reasoned that because his Third Reich could develop what they believed would be a superior race, they were responsible to an enlightened society to do so. There was no recourse to a set of permanent God-given moral values that believed all human life sacred and that named the Jews as the apple of God’s eye.1


  According to strict Darwinian theory, this super race would have developed on its own without human intervention because it would be more advantageous to the species. Nevertheless, this would take a good deal of time because evolution is a very gradual process. So scientism stepped in to speed up the evolution of a superior race. Historian Richard Weikart writes,


  Darwinism by itself did not produce the Holocaust, but without Darwinism, especially in its social Darwinist and eugenics permutations, neither Hitler nor his Nazi followers would have the necessary scientific underpinnings to convince themselves and their collaborators that one of the world’s greatest atrocities was really morally praiseworthy.2



  Adolf Hitler, Friedrich Nietzsche and Charles Darwin all knew orthodox Judeo-Christian beliefs were their primary barrier. Clearly, they stubbornly block the path to utilitarian ethics. Nietzsche thought Judeo-Christian virtues such as “charity” encouraged a “slave morality.” Darwin discussed how human empathy for the weak overrode the purely evolutionary laws governing lower life forms, though he knew it would be ultimately injurious to the evolution of humankind.


  With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon eliminated; and those that survive commonly exhibit a vigorous state of health. We civilized men, on the other hand, do our utmost to check the process of elimination. We build asylums for the imbecile, the maimed and the sick; we institute poor-laws; and our medical men exert their utmost skill to save the life of every one to the last moment. . . . Thus the weak members of civilized societies propagate their kind. No one who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be highly injurious to the race of man.3



  Nevertheless, Darwin also recognized Judeo-Christian principles upon which Western civilization was grounded:


  The aid which we feel impelled to give to the helpless is mainly an incidental result of the instinct of sympathy, which was originally acquired as part of the social instincts, more tender and widely diffused. Nor could we check our sympathy, if so urged by hard reason, without deterioration of the noblest part of our nature. . . . Hence we must bear without complaining the undoubtedly bad effects of the weak surviving and propagating their kind; but there appears to be at least one check in steady action, namely the weaker and inferior members of society not marrying so freely as the sound; and this check might be indefinitely increased, though this is more to be hoped for than expected.4



  Others who followed him have not been nearly so generous. Darwin’s book, known to most of us simply as The Origin of the Species, was actually titled The Origin of the Species by Means of Natural Selection and the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life—a fact that informs us about the history of racism and Aryanism.


  Nietzsche widely announced that man had killed God, and thus we had set ourselves free from absolute moral authority, free to develop our selves, the world and our own utilitarian ethics. Even Nietzsche knew this would result in the use of sheer “will to power.” Thus Pandora’s box was wide open in the late 1800s for despots of the next century who saw no higher value than that of human reason aided by scientific knowledge. These secular killing machines of the twentieth century were not limited to the West; for example, Joseph Stalin in the Soviet Union, Mao Tse Tung in China, Pol Pot in Cambodia, Idi Amin of Uganda and the Kims of North Korea.


  Today’s Eugenics Impulse


  The ultimate consequences of material-naturalist ethics are not only still with us but are gaining political ground in contemporary Western culture in the increased support for sterilization, abortion and euthanasia, as well as in new rules for doling out medical resources based on age and ability. Related to this, we also see the frightful beginnings of people being forced to do things that are against their own consciences.5 Hannah Arendt demonstrated that historically regimes that require people to act in defiance of their conscience lead to unprecedented totalitarianism on the left or the right.6 In the Judeo-Christian worldview, conscience and intuition are two of the ways through which the Spirit of God communicates to the human spirit.7


  Naturalism’s treatment of all that exists as simply material phenomena was quite useful in justifying my two abortions. In the doctor’s office when I heard the news of my pregnancy, the nurse immediately assumed I would want an abortion and offered to refer me to a clinic with which they worked. I was told it was a simple, common and safe procedure; I immediately accepted their offer. She left the room and came back only a few minutes later, “How is Saturday at nine? Would that work for you?” I am not suggesting my decision was the nurse’s responsibility; I am pointing out that I was happy to have the strict material-naturalist view of the pregnancy.


  I was relieved that the morality of it was never raised; this “simple, common and safe medical procedure” circumvented any moral questions. I (and they) could end the life of a child with hardly a conscious thought. However, my lack of conscious reflection then on the real consequences of abortion on the child and my own body, soul and spirit was no guarantee that things would not be simmering inside me for years afterward. I became increasingly callous, and as a result my second abortion was an even easier decision than my first; I went to the doctor knowing what I wanted. A growing body of scientific research (often dismissed for ideological rather than scientific reasons) reveals that women who have abortions later suffer from higher levels of mental and physical ailments, including breast cancer, anxiety and depression, a fact rarely shared with women contemplating abortion.8


  Contemporary terms for pregnancy are primarily naturalistic physical descriptions such as fetus, embryo, blastocyst, information speck, product-of-conception or a clump of stem cells. Biblical descriptions, on the other hand, simply proclaim the woman “is with child,” conveying both a physical and moral state of both mother and child. Eric Metaxas notes the irony that even in the baby’s first trimester, the son of Prince William and Duchess Kate Middleton was not called the Royal Fetus; rather the child was called a baby, third in line to the throne.9


  For women of means, abortion has always been a choice; for poor women, it’s also a market strategy staged by the euphemistically named Planned Parenthood organizations whose founder Margaret Sanger was a well-known supporter of eugenics (the movement that uses science and medicine to cull out the weakest in the human species in order to build a stronger human race, such as in dog breeding). Abby Johnson, who worked for Planned Parenthood, revealed the eugenic practices behind their work.10 For those living in totalitarian nations, abortions may be required by the government. Sterilizations may even be performed without women’s knowledge at the directive of the government, as I learned had happened in India with prompting and funding from the United States.11


  The new eugenics movement has gained even more force with the concern over human ecological footprints (the sum of a person’s drain on the environment and society over the course of their lives). The weakest are to be reduced so as to allow more resources for the young, strong and powerful to have larger ecological footprints. Eugenics movements target the frailest, the poorest, the handicapped, elderly and sometimes girls; sex-selective abortions are now estimated to be at 200 million worldwide.12


  Mara Hvistendahl described the results of population control in this century; one such consequence has been the abortion of 160 million female babies. Now there are 20 percent more men in China than women, but this is not limited to China.13 She suggests that this imbalance fuels the growing sex trade, bride buying, a rise in crime and cultural instability. Despite Hvistendahl’s shocking findings, she abhors it when journalists use her results to criticize abortion-on-demand. Charles Colson suggested this is a “classic example of the postmodern impasse,” and I would add the naturalistic ethics problem. He writes, “In a society that worships self-autonomy over all else, when we get what we want, we discover we can’t live with it.”14


  Because of the belief that all human life is sacred, abortion and other eugenic practices do not fall within orthodox Judeo-Christian principles. There are also particular experiments that scientists who are religious may not engage in, just as there are places where material naturalists might not tread. Some Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Hindus and Muslims do not work with embryonic stem cell research or participate in abortions because of their a priori beliefs in the sanctity of life, although they may eagerly work with adult stem cells. For example, Dr. Ming Wang and his colleague, Chris Adams, worked for years to discover how to use fetal wound-healing tissue without touching the baby; they discovered a technique that uses amniotic membrane for contact lens to avoid corneal scars and speed healing after eye injuries.15


  Material-naturalist scientists may not choose to study miracles because of their a priori disbeliefs, nor work on extending the lives of the seriously handicapped or elderly, nor on fertility problems due to a pragmatic commitment to reduce the world population for social or ecological reasons.


  Free Will or Biological Destiny


  In 1993 Daniel Moynihan, sociologist and long-time senator from New York, published an essay in The American Spectator where he described how American culture is lowering the level at which an act is considered deviant or criminal, resulting in an increase in violent crimes often never prosecuted.16 Sociologist Anne Hendershott describes the cold reception sociologists gave Moynihan for his observations in “defining deviancy down.” In her own book, The Politics of Deviance, Hendershott suggests that today rather than hold people accountable for their behaviors, we label them as suffering from naturalistic medical conditions, leaving victims of crimes defenseless and perpetrators free. She says of this empowerment of deviance, “It is appealing because it holds promise for a biological solution to what we are no longer willing to treat as a moral problem.”17


  These arguments point to an even larger question—the presence or absence of free will. Some material naturalists now suggest that we have no free will,18 and some suggest that this is evidence that we should not prosecute anyone.19 In his much-acclaimed book on The Social Conquest of Earth, Edward O. Wilson writes that free will is


  a product of the subconscious decision-making center of the brain that gives the cerebral cortex the illusion of independent action. The more the physical processes of consciousness have been defined by scientific research, the less has been left to any phenomenon that can be intuitively labeled as free will. We are free as independent beings, but our decisions are not free of all organic processes that created our personal brains and minds. Free will therefore appears to be ultimately biological.20



  Wilson similarly defines religious belief as an “evolutionary biological product,” though here he suggests this biological function encourages ignorance, distracts people from the real world and leads them into disastrous actions.21 Within five pages, Wilson then shifts his argument to suggest that “we are alone on this planet with whatever reason and understanding we can muster, and hence solely responsible for our actions as a species.” Then he concludes that “out of an ethic of simple decency to one another, the unrelenting application of reason, and acceptance of what we truly are, our dreams will finally come home to stay.” But he has just told us ethics and reason are biological functions, some good illusions, some bad illusions.


  Now this puts him in the quandary suggested by Alvin Plantinga earlier. How does one biological function of the brain judge the other as either an illusion or disastrous? Given that these are all simply biological functions, why expect to be able to achieve our dreams, or even know what our dreams should be, through biologically induced illusions? Will one biological mechanism decide to disable another as soon as we understand its biological process? For example, would naturalists attempt to disable the biological processes behind religious belief, and would this qualify as what “the Brights”—Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris and Christopher Hitchens—call bringing “principled actions to bear on matters of civic importance”?22 Fellow atheist, but not naturalist, Thomas Nagel explains the problem: “If we came to believe that our capacity for objective theory [true beliefs] were the product of natural selection, that would warrant skepticism about its results . . . [and] would provide absolutely no confirmation of its capacity to get at the truth.”23


  Utilitarian Ethics


  Moral philosopher Peter Singer at Princeton is a popular and articulate proponent of utilitarian ethics. Some of Singer’s shocking claims include that (1) parents of infants should take up to twenty-one days to decide whether their child should live, (2) bestiality can be ethical and (3) human infants are no more valuable than animals.24 Singer frequently argues that abortion is not right or wrong because the fetus is a human (which he accepts) but that the decision should be made on adult preferences. The mother chooses her preference since the fetus, though human, has no capacity to suffer or feel satisfaction and no preference because the fetus cannot yet know what it is like to live.25


  Within the Judeo-Christian worldview, the question is not whether science is able to do something, or what one prefers. Rather, given that something can be done, should it be done? God’s moral laws and grace allow us to live our lives above our simple biological urges, desires and convenience. I thought I would be happier and live my life more conveniently without a child; thus I preferred the abortion. Science had determined an easy, safe and legal way for me to get what I wanted, and I went for it. The bigger question was, Should I have? Was it right? In the final analysis, are utilitarian ethics good for human beings and society? Had abortion been illegal, I would not have done it.


  In contrast to Singer’s support of selective and elective euthanasia, in Judeo-Christian thought all human beings are made in God’s image and even the “least” of us is critical in the larger scheme of things (see 1 Corinthians 12). Professor Chris Gabbard wrote a particularly moving piece about his love for his severely handicapped son, August:


  That is not to deny that August, along with my daughter and my wife, is the most amazing and wonderful thing that has ever happened to me, for he has allowed me an additional opportunity to profoundly love another human being. A person such as Peter Singer well may conclude, reasonably, that I have become overpowered by parental sentiment. So be it. I can live with that. There are limits to reason.26



  George Will wrote a delightful fortieth birthday tribute of his son Jon, who has Down syndrome. He writes, “Judging by Jon, the world would be improved by more people with Down syndrome, who are quite nice, as humans go.” Will tells us,


  This year Jon will spend his birthday where every year he spends 81 spring, summer and autumn days and evenings, at Nationals Park, in his seat behind the home team’s dugout. The Phillies will be in town, and Jon will be wishing them ruination, just another man, beer in hand, among equals in the republic of baseball.27



  Perhaps 90 percent of prenatally diagnosed children conceived with Down syndrome are now aborted.28 Ellen Hsu learned that her unborn baby would have Down syndrome, and though doctors suggested the couple terminate, they chose to let their son live. Ellen’s heartrending and revealing account concludes,


  Elijah’s first year was sometimes difficult and overwhelming, but life with Elijah has settled into its own routine. Taking care of him is not all that different from taking care of our typical child. And loving Elijah comes just as naturally to me as loving Josiah. I can’t imagine life without Elijah anymore. He brings us so much joy.29



  In theologian Lesslie Newbigin’s terms, Gabbard, Will and Hsu are operating on a “higher rationality”—a rationality that transcends simple naturalistic analyses.


  Utilitarian Ethics and Bureaucracy


  German philosopher Jürgen Habermas is an ardent critic of the way the West uses science and technology as an ideology that “reduces practical questions about the good life to technical problems for experts, contemporary elites.”30 He warns of the dangers of “technocracy”—scientific experts working through government bureaucracies.31 Emeritus Pope Benedict XVI warned of the dangers of a solely material-naturalist view of science in his address to professors in Madrid in 2011,


  We know that when mere utility and pure pragmatism become the principal criteria, much is lost and the results can be tragic: from the abuses associated with a science that acknowledges no limits beyond itself, to the political totalitarianism which easily arises when one eliminates any higher reference than the mere calculus of power.32



  In March 2012, The Journal of Medical Ethics published a paper defending infanticide of newborns, not only for “medical indications,” such as abnormalities, but for “social indications.” The journal’s editor defended the publication because it had passed peer review and “because of the quality of the argument,” even though he said he personally disagreed. As part of his defense, the editor pointed out that there have been “at least 100 articles . . . published on infanticide in the Journal over its history, with articles both for and many against it.”33


  Material naturalism can mask the gravity of life when knowledge trumps virtue. In 1949, C. S. Lewis discerned this spirit of separating the physical from the moral and spiritual:


  The extreme of this self-binding is seen in those who, like the rest of us, have consciousness, yet go about to study the human organism as if they did not know it was conscious. As long as this deliberate refusal to understand things from above, even where such understanding is possible, continues, it is idle to talk of any final victory over materialism. The critique of every experience from below, the voluntary ignoring of meaning and concentration on fact, will always have the same plausibility. There will always be evidence, and every month fresh evidence, to show that religion is only psychological, justice only self-protection, politics only economics, love only lust, and thought itself only cerebral biochemistry.34
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  Countering God as Creator




  The heavens declare the glory of God,

  and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.

  Day to day pours out speech,

  and night to night reveals knowledge.

  There is no speech, nor are there words,

  whose voice is not heard.

  Their voice goes out through all the earth,
and their words to the end of the world.

  In them he has set a tent for the sun,

  which comes out like a bridegroom leaving his chamber,

  and, like a strong man, runs its course with joy.

  Its rising is from the end of the heavens,

  and its circuit to the end of them,

  and there is nothing hidden from its heat.


  Psalm 19:1-6


  Each of the worldviews outside of Christianity primarily counters a different person of the Trinity—God, Holy Spirit or Christ—who act in perfect harmony with one another (the ultimate reality and the ultimate expression of unity in diversity). Material naturalists counter God as creator because they can allow nothing but material phenomena and its natural processes; nothing outside material can create or intervene in the universe, else their worldview fails. If there were a God, there would be other implications, including moral ones.


  Whether one is a material naturalist or not, an atheist or religious, the universe is obviously brilliant, complex, orderly, exquisitely designed and endlessly fascinating. Our knowledge of the universe astronomically expands at both ends of the spectrum. With the Hubble technology, scientists focused on previously believed blank space and saw for the first time ten thousand galaxies unknown before, causing them to estimate that there are over a hundred billion galaxies in the universe, all speedily spreading away from one another.1 We live on one planet inside one of these hundred billion galaxies. Scripture describes it this way:


  
                It is [God] who sits above the circle of the earth, . . .


                who stretches out the heavens like a curtain,


                   and spreads them like a tent to dwell in. (Isaiah 40:22)

  


  With other technologies, scientists focus on the minutiae of a single molecule in our DNA, which is up to three meters long, all of which is contained alongside many other molecules inside the nucleus of a single human cell. As if this were not enough, the human being is so designed as to be able to study, observe and understand these things.


  There are two grand metanarratives or stories to explain the existence and operation of the universe from galaxies to molecules. In the material-naturalist story there once was nothing. Then there was an explosion whose material origin is unknown, though the time of the origin is being investigated using sound waves. After this explosion, there was physical material (and presumably just before). This physical material alone, via another unknown process, suddenly produced one-cell living organisms, which then through the process of natural selection became multi-cell organisms, then increasingly complex plant and animal life, finally ending (at least for now) in the development of human beings. All these actions involve only material and the processes that govern material, deemed to be unintentional, purposeless and independent of any design or designer.


  The second major metanarrative rejects both material naturalism and atheism but does not reject the fact that material was created or that it started suddenly, most likely through an explosive act, and that some of that material is solely physical matter, that some is living and that the living did indeed follow the nonliving creation. This narrative is embodied in the beginning of the Torah/Bible. In the first three verses, the Godhead is present acting in perfect harmony to create the universe and earth:


  In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters. And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. (Genesis 1:1-3)



  God the Father created while the Spirit of God hovered over water and God’s spoken Word (sound waves, which later became the incarnated Word, manifesting on earth as Jesus, the Christ, fully divine and fully human). This happened over six days (the word days has various meanings in Hebrew—epochs or ages, twenty-four-hour days, or a single day that is as long as a thousand years).2 Over these six segments of time, God created, in order, light and darkness; the heavens, waters, land and seas; plants and trees yielding seed and fruit; the sun, moon and stars; living creatures in the waters and birds in the air; animals on the earth; and finally man, who was made in their image (the Godhead)—male and female. God called these good and man very good. Unlike the other animals that were created “according to their kind,” God (more than two in Hebrew) made man in their image, and breathed his life into man. God gave man dominion over the earth and instructed the first man to multiply and fill the earth, be our brothers’ keepers, as well as tend the earth.


  In this metanarrative that has existed for almost six thousand years, there are no gaps; that is, the big bang is explained by the sound of God’s voice, which explains the appearance of physical material and its laws. The gradual appearance of living things and ultimately the creation of man are all a part of the intentional and purposive actions of God. With each new discovery, we understand more about the mind and heart of God and our own.


  Metanarratives in science and religion, like all origin hypotheses, must be deduced from the data at hand because there could conceivably be an infinite number of alternatives. So we have to use what we already know and the data at hand. First, what we know, even Richard Dawkins admits, is that we have a universe that gives the appearance of having been designed; thus there is little reason for us to think otherwise. Experience leads us to believe that things that are complex and orderly have a designer. Humans have no experience where things that are orderly appear suddenly on their own. There is no evidence (data) that would lead us to believe the universe is any different. Second, this order follows regular laws in its operation, suggesting it was intentionally designed. Third, humans can study and understand these laws and this order, suggesting there is a purpose for human beings. Fourth, human beings have regularly believed they have some connection to God (or spirit) across the millennia—they sense his presence, in some cases hear his voice, and in the case of Jesus saw and heard him teach on the earth.


  Human beings appear to have been created for fellowship with the Godhead. Material naturalists are actually able to measure some of the results of this fellowship, such as the relationship between belief in God and mental and physical health. Nevertheless, they would deny their source, which stands beyond our capacity to physically document since God is spirit and not a physical inhabitant of our universe. As mind bending as this metanarrative might be to those who are not religious, hundreds of years of evidence show that the God hypothesis encourages the spirit of inquiry and has never been a deterrent to scientific investigation. Naturalist philosopher Michael Ruse, though an atheist, dismisses the notion that belief in Christianity precludes one being a scientist: “I do not say that you must be a Christian, but I do say that in the light of modern science you can be a Christian. We have seen no sound arguments to the contrary.”3


  Part of the urgency for material naturalists and philosophic materialists to convince the world of undirected evolutionary theory is that it directly contradicts God. It is also the major bulwark holding up secular humanism, which suggests that humans are advancing not only physically but in their ability to reason and act reasonably and responsibly (social Darwinism). While material naturalists propose we can move closer to utopia by applying science to transform and control human nature and the natural world, secular humanists (who may or may not also be material naturalists) propose we can develop a human utopia on earth or at least a workable global village by simply using our human reason and experience. This is why many secular humanists defend naturalistic evolution as fervently as do material naturalists. This brings us to the second secular worldview—secular humanism.


  Part 3


  Secular Humanism




  If man, as the existentialist conceives him, is indefinable, it is because at first he is nothing. Only afterward will he be something, and he himself will have made what he will be. Thus, there is no human nature, since there is no God to conceive it. . . . Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself. Such is the first principle of existentialism. . . . Man is at the start a plan which is aware of itself; . . . nothing exists prior to this plan; there is nothing in heaven; man will be what he will have planned to be. . . . When we say that a man is responsible for himself, we do not only mean that he is responsible for his own individuality, but that he is responsible for all men.


  Jean-Paul Sartre, Essays in Existentialism
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  Man Makes Himself and His World




  Humanism is a democratic and ethical life stance, which affirms that human beings have the right and responsibility to give meaning and shape to their own lives. It stands for the building of a more humane society through an ethic based on human and other natural values in the spirit of reason and free inquiry through human capabilities. It is not theistic, and it does not accept supernatural views of reality.



  International Humanist and Ethical Union



  The single best visual picture of secular humanism is a cartoon published in the Los Angeles Times the day after the famous existential philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre died. Paul Conrad drew Sartre in the form of a statue bent over chiseling himself out of stone; he had almost reached his feet. The text carved at the base of the statue read, “Man makes himself.” If another cartoon had depicted Sartre with a few of his friends carving the edges of the earth into the shape of man, it would have completed the picture of secular humanism.


  The defining tenet of secular humanism is the belief that human reason is sufficiently reliable and just to guide the course of our lives—individually and collectively—without any consideration of divine authority, which is a priori rejected. God phenomena are either the result of biochemical or genetic material, like the naturalists believe, or socially constructed by human beings within the context of one’s culture, language and desires. Secular humanists are optimistic about our abilities as a human community to come to consensus on civic and moral norms.


  Secular humanists may or may not overlap with naturalists; those who do embrace naturalism believe that human reason with science is adequate for advancing humanity, nations and communities and defining our lives. However, some secular humanists are not naturalists and have concerns about empiricism as the only way to know. These may include advocates of humanistic psychology, the arts and humanities, and those whose frameworks are similar to the early romanticists or the later postmodernists; these would view science with some suspicion. Nevertheless, all secular humanists would hold that religious worldviews are either wrong or that religious beliefs are not to be brought into the public square; that is, they are not candidates for the knowledge we need to function. Man becomes the measure of all things, as Protagoras suggested. Of the four self-professed “horsemen of the anti-apocalypse,” Christopher Hitchens was more the secular humanist.


  Longtime spokesperson for secular humanism Paul Kurtz, who is also a naturalist, led the development of A Secular Humanist Declaration of 1980, which declares that while there are wide differences in opinions held by secular humanists, there is a “loose consensus around several propositions,” which include religious skepticism; radical separation of church and state; the ideals of individual freedom and democracy; supremacy of free inquiry; ethics based solely on critical human intelligence, reason, science and technology; evolution; and a radically secularized and moral education.1


  The cultural indoctrination of secular humanism is so pervasive that it is difficult to describe; here we are like fish trying to understand water. With rare exceptions, movies and television shows (including those rated G and PG), newscasts and newspapers (liberal and conservative ones), court decisions, public music, magazines, popular media, books and textbooks, and most public and private human services draw exclusively from the principles of secular humanism.


  The History of Secular Humanism


  Political scientist Hunter Baker writes,


  During the past several decades, the secularist reading of history and reality has bid with some success to become the reigning structure of plausibility. Part of the strategy in so doing has been to secularize Christian values into the values of a liberal democratic society and to fail to acknowledge the source. . . . Secularism itself acts like a reporter reserving the right to question without itself being questioned.2



  Secular humanists’ slow takeover of the European and American imaginations and institutions began most consciously after the Enlightenment. The introduction of French Revolutionary writings (late eighteenth century), the theory of Darwinian evolution (mid-nineteenth century), the emergence of existential philosophy and the rise of the German research university model (late nineteenth, early twentieth century) all fueled the secular humanist imagination with the celebration of man’s accomplishments, the transference of the transcendent from God to man and the expansion of the doctrine of evolution into stages of history, human consciousness, intellectual and moral development.


  The American Humanist Association was founded in 1941 by a group of professors at the University of Chicago who previously had formed the Humanist Fellowship.3 A member of this group, the educator and philosopher John Dewey, gave a series of influential talks at Yale, which were published as A Common Faith in 1934. In these lectures Dewey describes a common faith as being beyond traditional religions that believed in the supernatural and yet not so far as a science. The new secular-humanist faith was placed in human imagination, experience, reason and action.4


  Other organizations followed, including the International Humanist and Ethical Union founded in Amsterdam in 1952, the Council for Secular Humanism founded in 1980 and the European Humanist Federation convening in East Berlin in 1993. Together these various organ-izations and their leadership have produced and published three Secular Humanist Manifestos in 1933,5 19736 and 20007 and the Secular Humanist Declaration of 1980.8 Today a virtual explosion of secularist initiatives has spawned hundreds of new books, journals, magazines and websites, as well as billboard and transit ads. There are also secularist/atheist/freethinker clubs on virtually every college campus.


  An umbrella group in the United States was formed in 2002—The Secular Coalition for America. They met in October of 2010 in Los Angeles and reportedly faced dissension within their own ranks from a younger group who wanted to more aggressively challenge religious believers and take on today’s cultural and political issues. According to both the Los Angeles Times and the New York Times, those for a more confrontational agenda won the day.9 Founder and long-time head of the Council for Secular Humanism Paul Kurtz resigned in May of 2010 from the organization and journal he founded saying that he had been “shoved on an ice flow.”10 The organization he founded is now headed by younger, more aggressive Tom Flynn, who began his executive and editorial functions with an issue of their magazine, Free Inquiry, devoted to gay rights, thus entering today’s political as well as philosophic debates.


  According to Flynn, secular humanism is “a comprehensive nonreligious life stance that incorporates a naturalistic philosophy, a cosmic outlook rooted in science, and a consequentialist ethical system.” Consequentialist ethics emerges from “hard-minded scientific realism tempered by the compassionate commitment to an ethics that welcomes being judged by its results.”11


  The Amsterdam Declaration of 2002, developed by a group of humanist organizations, is often considered the official statement of world humanism today. It declares that humanism is ethical and rational; supports democracy, human rights, personal liberty with social responsibility, science and the arts; and provides an alternative to “dogmatic religion.” The declaration concludes, “Humanism is a lifestance aiming at the maximum possible fulfilment through the cultivation of ethical and creative living” offering “an ethical and rational means of addressing the challenges of our times.”12 David Bentley Hart warns there are two sides of human reason, “Either human reason reflects an objective order of divine truth, which awakens the will to its deepest purposes, . . . or human reason is merely the instrument and servant of the will, which is under no obligation to choose the path of mercy, or of ‘rational self-interest,’ or of sympathy or of peace.”13


  Salman Rushdie, author of The Satanic Verses, disagrees:


  I tried to give a secular humanist vision of the birth of a great world religion. For this, apparently I should be tried. . . . The forces of inhumanity are on the march. “Battle lines are being drawn in India today,” one of my characters remarks. “Secular versus religious, the light versus the dark. Better you choose which side you are on.” Now that the battle has spread to Britain, I can only hope it will not be lost by default. It is time for us to choose.14



  The secular-humanist vision of the birth of a great secular world religion is not new. John Dewey proposed it in the 1930s, and the Unitarians institutionalized it. The same ideas were around in Socrates’s day. Political scientist Jean Bethke Elshtain challenges the idealism in secular humanism and suggests it shares the characteristics of religious belief.


  For if we understand religion to be values of ultimate concern, the 20th century saw two world-threatening examples—Nazism in Germany, and communism in the Soviet Union—of the emergence of secular religions, or what might be called replacement religions, each violently intent on eliminating its society’s traditional religious faiths (in effect, its competitor faiths), and each, when in power, ruthlessly indifferent to human dignity and basic human rights.15



  Common contradictory accusations usually begin with the Crusades and the Inquisition. The Crusades (named after the fact) were secular governmental and Christian military actions that took place seven hundred to nine hundred years ago (A.D. 1090 to 1290) in an effort to protect Europe and Jerusalem from takeover by radical Muslim rule. Philip Jenkins reconstructs for us the history of the Middle East, which was Christian for centuries before the Crusades and succumbed ultimately to Mongols, Turks and radical Islam.16 The Crusades were initiated after four hundred years of Muhammad’s followers gradually taking over land in northern Africa and the Middle East (mostly Christian lands at the time) as well as moving into Spain, Italy and Jerusalem.17 This struggle continues today, albeit in only slightly different forms and without the direct involvement of Christendom.


  The Inquisition was a long process purported to be about cleansing the church of heretics and heretical teaching, but as Hart points out, history reveals that it was as much about cleansing the secular state of the rulers’ enemies as about cleansing the church of heresy. Even the most gruesome of the Inquisitions—the Spanish Inquisition—was strongly supported by Ferdinand, who silenced Pope Sixtus IV when he contested the cruelty and sought to intervene. Ferdinand II of Aragon, not the church, appointed Torquemada and used him to consolidate power for national unity until Pope Alexander VI (1431–1503) finally stopped Torquemada’s rule. Other officials of the church continued to encourage leniency, including Pope Innocent VIII and Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits.18


  Independent historians (neither Spanish nor Christian) pored over the private Inquisition records kept between 1540 and 1700, putting them in a database. During the period when records are available, it was found that 846 were killed or about 10 per year between 1480 and 1700 in Spain. The church’s primary goal in the Inquisition was the recantation and repentance of heretical teachings; torture was not considered by most as effective. The Christian church had no authority to execute a death penalty (just as the Jews did not during the time of Jesus); they could only turn condemned people over to the secular state and rarely did so.19 During this same time, the church prisons were considered far more humane than public ones.


  Hart also points out that witch trials were not “the final desperate expressions of an intellectual and religious tradition slowly fading into obsolescence before the advance of scientific and social enlightenment. . . . They were in a sense extreme manifestations of [secular modernity].”20 Secular scholars such as Thomas Hobbes and Jean Bodin also argued that witches must be exterminated for the good of society.21 As C. S. Lewis wrote,


  Surely the reason we do not execute witches is that we do not believe there are such things. If we did—if we really thought that there were people going about who had sold themselves to the devil and received supernatural powers from him in return and were using these powers to kill their neighbors or drive them mad or bring bad weather—surely we would all agree that if anyone deserved the death penalty, then these filthy quislings did?22



  This is not to excuse cruel acts that certainly accompanied these and all wars, but we need to put these arguments into a larger perspective. These events in which Christendom is partially implicated occurred hundreds up to almost a thousand years ago, not in the last century, and they dramatically pale in comparison to every secular war of the twentieth century.


  Hart points out that these events are vastly exaggerated in the new atheist writings. For example, he says of Sam Harris’s work:


  He makes his inevitable pilgrimage to the dungeons of the Spanish Inquisition, though without pausing to acquaint himself with the Inquisition’s actual history or any of the recent scholarship on it. He more or less explicitly states that every episode of violence or injustice in Christian history is a natural consequence of Christianity’s basic tenets (which is obviously false), and that Christianity’s twenty centuries of unprecedented and still unmatched moral triumphs—its care of widows and orphans, its almshouses, hospitals, foundling homes, schools, shelters, relief organizations, soup kitchens, medical missions, charitable aid societies, and so on—are simply expressions of normal human kindness, with no necessary connection to Christian conviction (which is even more false).23



  Christians Are Not Necessarily Better Than Secularists


  When I give my view that there are no supernatural dimensions . . . I attract pitying looks and anxious questions. How, in that case, I am asked, do I find meaning and purpose in life? How does a mere and gross materialist, with no expectation of life to come, decide what, if anything, is worth caring about? . . . Since you don’t believe in our god, what stops you from stealing and lying and raping and killing to your heart’s content? The answer to the latter question is self-respect and the desire for the respect of others.



  Christopher Hitchens, Hitch-22



  Whether anyone ever said these things to Hitchens, I do not know, but actual Judeo-Christian principles suggest something very different. Judeo-Christian Scriptures do not suggest that atheists cannot perform righteous acts. The Bible presents many examples of men and women who lived outside of Judaism and Christianity and who acted more righteously than believers. Witness the kings Cyrus and Darius, the prostitute Rahab, and the good Samaritan. Christ’s harshest criticism was of the religious spirit of the Pharisees. Of the five women listed in Jesus’ earthly genealogy, Ruth was a Moabite, not a Jew; Rahab was a Canaanite and harlot; Tamar pretended to be a prostitute to trick Judah; and Bathsheba was the adulterous wife of Uriah, a Hittite, whom David had killed in war. Only Mary his mother would have been considered by scriptural standards to be both Jewish and righteous.


  C. S. Lewis explained the operative principle in Judeo-Christianity: “If Christianity is true, then it ought to follow that any Christian will be nicer than that same person would be if he were not a Christian and that any man who becomes a Christian will be nicer than he was before.”24 The excellence of Christianity lies in its principles, which contain knowledge that each of us who are seeking to follow Christ only partially understands and lives; no one is ever perfect.


  In other words, Christopher Hitchens may in many cases have acted more ethically than believing Jews or Christians like myself. Clearly, Hitchens, like many secular humanists, was sincerely concerned with important social issues and was not afraid of public criticism. However, according to Judeo-Christian principles Hitchens would have become a more righteous, whole and effective person had he sought and accepted Christ. He even may have had available a measure of divine grace to break his addictions to alcohol and cigarettes that ultimately precipitated the early death (at sixty-two) of this talented public intellectual.


  Good Works


  With rare exceptions, people desire to do “good works.” Secular humanists are obviously committed to this. Secular humanists, as well as naturalists and other religious people, believe some manner of Christ’s second commandment: love your neighbor as yourself. However, Christ’s first commandment makes this imminently more possible: love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul and mind.


  There are any number of secular organizations, such as OxFam and United Way, that provide extraordinary humanitarian assistance. OxFam, a secular organization that concentrates on relief and environmental concerns, was begun in 1995 and spent 771 million dollars in 2008 with administrative costs of approximately 20 percent.25 In 2009 the umbrella organization United Way spent 80 million dollars and only 11 percent on administrative and fundraising costs.26 We are familiar with these organizations because of regular free public service announcements on television, airport, public transportation and radio ads.


  Clearly it is admirable that Oprah Winfrey, Starbucks and other secular organizations are digging wells for clean water and building schools in Africa. But a former graduate student from northern Ghana put this in perspective when in a coffee shop he noted with a small laugh that five cents of our water purchase would go to digging clean water wells in developing nations. He told me that the Catholics have been digging clean water wells and educating his people in remote northern Ghana since the 1500s. They are still there today.


  The fact is private secular efforts to provide aid to less economically prosperous nations and individuals fall behind private Christian efforts in both magnitude and timing. About one-half of the health care in Africa comes from Christian organizations; Catholics alone deliver one-quarter of the worldwide HIV/AIDS care.27 Christians began working in poor communities and underdeveloped nations long before the Enlightenment and have continued ever since. Monasteries began to flourish in A.D. 300, providing agriculture, water works, hospitals, schools and aid for the poor, as well as employment to townspeople in the Middle Ages.28


  The evangelical Christian organization World Vision was founded in 1950 and in 2009 aided more than 100 million people in over one hundred countries with a budget of 2.79 billion dollars and administrative costs of 11 percent.29 Founded in the United States in 1910, Catholic Charities spent 26.5 million dollars in 2009 in the United States alone; they spent 11 percent of their budget on administration.30 The overseas charity Catholic Relief Services, begun in 1943, spent 780 million dollars in 2010 and only 5 percent of their budget on administration; it is considered one of the most efficient organizations in the world.31 The Christian Foundation for Children and the Aging directly sponsors families, children, youth, scholarships and small business ventures around the world. Founded in 1981, they are sponsoring 300 thousand people around the world. In 2011 they disbursed 94.9 million dollars with 6.3 percent of income going toward administrative and fundraising costs.32


  Virtually every active Christian church anywhere in the world is contributing to their local communities, and most support worldwide aid as well. There are no free public service announcements for these organizations.


  Studies find both the religious and the conservative surpass the nonreligious and liberals in giving to charity. Arthur Brooks found that although liberal families’ incomes average 6 percent higher than those of conservative families, conservative-headed households give, on average, 30 percent more to charity than does the average liberal-headed household ($1,600 per year versus $1,227). While the average charitable giving in the ten most liberal US states was 1.9 percent, the average in the ten most conservative states was 3.5 percent. Brooks reports that Christians not only give more than secularists to Christian-based charities, but they also give more to secular ones.33


  While Christian organizations that deliver aid have often been accused of proselytizing because they share the Christian gospel with those they serve, nevertheless aid is not withheld from people who do not accept the gospel. On the other hand, the US and British governments recently attempted to make new demands on developing nations requiring them to adopt the same abortion and homosexual rights agenda as the Western political elite in order to receive aid. When the African nations exerted their rights to self-determination, the governments relented.34
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  Radical Individual Freedom




  [We hold] a keen commitment to individualism . . . emancipating individuals from illicit controls of every type. . . . As secular humanists, we belong first to ourselves. We are our own gatekeepers when it comes to mediating the demands any communities might place on us—even communities we freely choose to join.



  Tom Flynn, Council for Secular Humanism



  




  When I became convinced that the Universe is natural—that all the ghosts and gods are myths, there entered into my brain, into my soul, into every drop of my blood, the sense, the feeling, the joy of freedom. The walls of my prison crumbled and fell. . . . I was no longer a servant, a serf or a slave. There was for me no master in all the wide world—not even in infinite space. I was free—free to think, to express my thoughts—free to live to my own ideal—free to live for myself and those I loved . . . free from devils, ghosts and gods. For the first time I was free. There were no prohibited places. . . . I was free. I stood erect and fearlessly, joyously, faced all worlds.



  Robert Ingersoll, “Why I Am an Agnostic”



  Robert Ingersoll was a great American orator who ministered briefly with Charles Finney, one of the most famous American revivalists. Later, Ingersoll became an agnostic or “freethinker.” In this often-quoted passage, Ingersoll passionately articulates the desire for radical individual freedom. The Secular Humanist Declaration of 1980 declares a more balanced commitment to various freedoms:


  Free inquiry entails recognition of civil liberties as integral to its pursuit, that is, a free press, freedom of communication, the right to organize opposition parties and to join voluntary associations, and freedom to cultivate and publish the fruits of scientific, philosophical, artistic, literary, moral and religious freedom. Free inquiry requires that we tolerate diversity of opinion and that we respect the right of individuals to express their beliefs, however unpopular they may be, without social or legal prohibition or fear of sanctions.1



  Both secular humanists and Christians value the freedoms listed above, although these ideals are cradled within different contexts. Secular humanists ground these beliefs in the assumptions that human beings have evolved enough and are good enough to let go of limiting religious dogma, that we have inalienable rights to these freedoms, and that human reason and science alone are sufficient to guide appropriate ethical actions. In Judeo-Christianity these commitments to individual freedom are based on the fact that God made each individual in his image and that he gave us free will, a rational mind and a set of guiding moral principles that define the manner in which human beings and nature flourish. These God-given moral principles provide guardrails to keep our social commitments to progress and our individual desires from careening down personal, moral, cultural and global precipices, taking others with us.


  With our free will, we are given the choice to pursue an intentional relationship with God or not. We could have been made like the fictional Stepford wives, who were bioengineered to love and obey their husbands, but we were not. Our free will not only propels individual freedom but also injects into the world the possibility and reality of human evil. We are free to choose evil and to privilege our individual freedom over others. We are not solely our own gatekeeper, but also our brother’s keeper, which eclipses radical individualism.


  Judeo-Christian humanist principles tend to be both more liberal and more conservative than secular humanist ones. Political scientist Jon Shields notes,


  The commitment to love one’s neighbor encourages Christians to transcend the thinner democratic requirements of toleration and civility. However short they fall off this aim, the project itself is one that attempts to cultivate the kind of civic generosity that many find so admirable and wanting in public life.2



  The commandment to love one’s enemies takes this principle to a wholly different level.


  The Conundrum of Conflicting Freedoms


  The problem of leading a Christian life in a non-Christian society is now very present to us. . . . It is the problem constituted by our implication in a network of institutions from which we cannot dissociate ourselves: institutions the operation of which appears no longer neutral, but non-Christian. And as for the Christian who is not conscious of his dilemma—and he is the majority—he is becoming more and more de-Christianized by all sorts of unconscious pressure: paganism holds all the most valuable advertising space. . . . When the Christian is treated as an enemy of the State, his course is very much harder.



  T. S. Eliot, Christianity and Culture, 1942



  Law professor Steven Smith points out the ultimate conundrum of radical individual freedom:


  Freedom is a term that inspires respect, even reverence. In the abstract, everyone admires it. . . . [However,] an expansion of one person’s freedom often means a contraction of other people’s freedom: if we recognize and protect the freedom of the pornographer to market pornographic materials, we simultaneously reduce the freedom of people to live and raise their children in a pornographic-free community.3



  Freedom of religion, particularly for the Judeo-Christian majority, is being usurped by nondiscrimination rules that limit even free speech and assembly, as well as health care mandates that defy the consciences of many.4 In a culture whose supreme values have become diversity and tolerance, both religious and majority voices are often challenged. There are many such challenges to the Christian and to the Christian church.5 Law professor Robert George explains the critical necessity of preserving religious freedoms: “Religion provides authority structures, and where it flourishes and is healthy, is among the institutions of civil society providing a buffer between the individual and the state.”6


  Ethical and political philosopher J. Budziszewski, in his book on natural moral law, writes that there are some things “we can’t not know.” “There are some moral truths that we all really know—truths which a normal human being is unable not to know.”7 Reflecting on his own early rejection of these laws, he writes, “Clear vision of the moral law is crushing . . . because the first thing that an honest man sees with this clear vision is a debt, which exceeds anything he can pay. Apart from an assurance that the debt can somehow be forgiven, such honesty is too much for us.”8


  The advantages of living within the laws of optimal human and social flourishing are evident even outside of religious faith or biblical text. These natural laws are self-evident across cultures, ages and religions. Thus, as Budziszewski suggests, in our more reflective moments we all know certain things. We know, for example, that divorce is always traumatic for children and leaves a trail of brokenness and poverty, as does having children outside of marriage; we know children need mothers and fathers. People know it is wrong to kill babies no matter what language is given to describe their early developmental stages and that it’s wrong to let children die when we live in excess. We know that in the entire history of humankind, no living being ever came from the union of two men or two women and that male and female bodies are made to be complementary.9


  That it is difficult to submit our human desires to these truths is also self-evident. Truly, I have broken most every moral law. We are all born with desires we need to suppress; I had many of these and, like everyone, still have some. Former radical lesbian professor of English and women’s studies Rosaria Champagne Butterfield, who writes eloquently of her conversion and her critique of simplistic versions of following Christ, writes, “I was working from a historical materialist [secular Marxist or critical theory] worldview. . . . Christians maintained that Jesus Christ was historically and globally true, but his entrance into history violated a core value of my research: no one, according to the tenets of historical materialism, enters history; rather, we all emerge from it. . . . Two incommensurable worldviews clashed together: the reality of my lived experience and truth of the word of God. In continental philosophy, we talk about the difference between the true and the real. Had my life become real, but not true? . . . Do I believe that I’m healed? Yes. My life shows the signs. My life went from black-and-white to color. At first I didn’t recognize myself in the [Christian] world. Today, I don’t recognize myself in the pictures from my life as a lesbian.”10


  Philosopher John Rawls said tolerance is the only response we can have to diversity and that we have to accept the fact of “overlapping consensus.”11 That is, tolerance has to be a two-way street. This has been more challenging than at first glance it appears; as we add new norms to what we will tolerate, we become simultaneously more intolerant of those who live, vote or even speak of traditional values. Radical tolerance is often a reaction to fear ultimately descending into an uneasy indifference—“whatever” or “all good” we shrug.


  Steven Smith elaborates,


  One who advocates tolerance ought to be prepared to defend that suspect virtue not only against the familiar modern criticism which holds that tolerance is too insipid or unambitious a goal for a “liberal” society, but also against the opposite and older (but, I think more formidable) objection which insists that tolerance is a political or psychological or even logical impossibility. . . . It is precisely our theistic heritage and commitments that make tolerance an achievable virtue.12



  Regarding new efforts to restrict religious freedom, free speech and freedom of assembly, Harvard law professor Mary Ann Glendon writes, “At the deepest level, we are witnessing an attack on the institutions of civil society that are essential to limited government and are important buffers between the citizen and the all-powerful state.”13 She suggests that if the trend continues, and it has, “religious believers in secular America will come to resemble dhimmitude—the status of non-Muslims in a number of Islamic countries.”14 Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist George Will calls the conundrum we find ourselves in “conformity for diversity’s sake.”15


  The editor of First Things magazine, R. R. Reno, notes,


  What we are seeing today is a secular liberalism that wants . . . to silence articulate religious voices and disenfranchise religiously motivated voters, and at the same time to narrow the scope of free exercise so that the new secular morality can reign over American society unimpeded.16



  Particularly hard hit in the university have been Christian student organizations, which offer students a way to stay connected and grow in their faith during their time on campus. Recognition as an official university student organization garners them student activity funds (a portion of the mandatory student fees collected along with tuition), as well as free access to such things as speakers, use of facilities, mail servers, bulletin board posting and official recognition on the campus website. In the eighteen months prior to March 2012, forty-one colleges and universities threatened to revoke (and some did) the status of Christian groups on campus because they require their leaders (not their members) to share the Christian principles of the organization.17 The Hastings Law School, a part of the University of California system, suspended the Christian Legal Society, which then sued the law school. However, in a chilling turn from religious freedom, the Supreme Court backed Hastings.18


  While anyone can belong to Christian student organizations, the organizations require that students seeking or holding leadership positions be Christian and be living a Christian lifestyle, which means restraining from drugs, maintaining a good academic record, being able to lead Bible studies and restraining from sexual activity outside of heterosexual marriage. It is the fact that those living an active homosexual lifestyle would be excluded from leadership (not membership) in the Christian organizations that has caused the challenge, even though the policy is applied equally to heterosexual relationships.


  Vanderbilt University is one example that has attracted a good deal of media attention. It suspended fourteen Christian student organizations for failing to comply with new rules supposed to conform to Title IX nondiscrimination rules. The following are excerpts from testimony to the Civil Rights Commission by Professor Carol Swain, the faculty adviser for the Christian Legal Society (CLS) at Vanderbilt, as she lays out the events over the past two years.


  In the spring of 2011, the University Administration informed CLS and three other religious groups (Fellowship of Christian Athletes, Graduate Christian Fellowship, and Beta Upsilon Chi, a Christian fraternity) that they would lose university recognition unless they agreed to a new policy stipulating that religious groups could no longer require their leaders to share their beliefs. More specifically, the new policy was interpreted by administrators to mean that Christian groups could no longer expect their leaders to head Bible studies or worship.



  After several rounds of having its revisions rejected, CLS joined forces with other Christian ministries who sought to persuade the university to reinstate its longstanding policy of allowing religious groups to have religious leadership requirements. Meetings with University officials, who announced with the introduction of the policy that it was non-negotiable, were to no avail. Our efforts to set up meetings with members of the Board of Trust were thwarted at every turn, as university administrators refused to deliver materials and letters that would have helped Board members understand the issues at stake. Throughout the process, the University repeatedly changed its explanation of the policy and what it was designed to accomplish. After months of framing the issue around its “non-discrimination” policy, the university made a sudden switch and began referring to the new policy as an “all-comers.”



  In the spring of 2012, CLS and 13 other Christian groups at Vanderbilt applied for organizational status with constitutions that included affirmations of faith. As expected, the university refused to approve the applications of the groups who stated that their faith required them to have leaders who shared their beliefs. After the University rejected their applications, 14 [now 13] of these groups lost the rights and privileges of registered student organizations. These now unregistered groups are paying a high price for their decision to preserve the integrity of their religious beliefs. On the Vanderbilt campus, unregistered groups can no longer use the University’s mail server to announce their meetings. They cannot post notices on bulletin boards, co-sponsor events with other student organizations, or participate in interfaith activities and student fairs.19



  Swain points out that these are efforts to use nondiscrimination rules to trump Article 1 of the Constitution—freedom of religion, speech and assembly.20 This forces the university to abdicate its position as the free and open marketplace of ideas, as well as its commitment to diversity.


  Today’s new strongly sexualized culture on university campuses, complete with irresponsible hookups and fashionable sex weeks, encourages students to have casual sex, explore pornography and experiment with different partners and genders; this culture has had its consequences in a dramatic rise in venereal diseases, abortions and depression.21 Nathan Harden has written about the paradox of the university’s original raison d’être and its support of sex on campuses:


  For every expression of what is high and noble and beautiful and true, there seemed to be another following close behind—of the lowest, basest, ugliest and most cynical ideas the world has to offer. At times, I witnessed attitudes toward and depictions of women that could only be described by one word—evil.22



  A secular-humanist culture might also try to stem this tide, but not having a permanent moral ethic from which to operate is disadvantageous. Almost all early colleges had explicit Christian values that justified administrators’ decisions to restrict harmful student activities; some Christian colleges and universities still maintain these.


  It is not only believing Christians and Jews who think there are advantages to the Judeo-Christian ethic. Some of the world’s most respected atheists and agnostics agree; for example, the philosophers Jürgen Habermas, David Berlinski and Marcello Pera. Former president of the Italian senate and philosopher of science Pera recently wrote that Europe will doom itself to impotence if it does not call itself Christian.23 All of them would agree with historian Edward Gibbon’s eighteenth-century reflections on the fall of Rome that its prosperity led to its moral decline and ultimately to its fall. Gibbon also observed the way the state used the church: “The various modes of worship, which prevailed in the Roman world, were all considered by the people as equally true, by the philosophers as equally false and by the magistrates as equally useful.”24


  Popular and prolific historian Will Durant, though not religious himself, summed up the recurrent pattern of human history in this passage:


  The Movement of liberation rises to an exuberant worship of reason, and falls to a paralyzing disillusionment with every dogma and every idea. Conduct, deprived of its religious supports, deteriorates into epicurean chaos; and life itself, shorn of consoling faith, becomes a burden alike to conscious poverty and to weary wealth. In the end a society and its religion tend to fall together, like body and soul, in a harmonious death.25



  Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam reports in his work American Grace that citizens who are regular church or synagogue attenders were healthier, happier and more active and generous in their communities (less inclined to bowl alone). Nevertheless, Putnam ultimately attributes this to the impact of social communities established in churches and synagogues and not to the fact that their relationship with a living God grants them an added measure of wisdom, grace and discernment.26 While they may not be in church, people are inside many secular organizations all their lives from kindergarten to the university, in the workforce, sports, families and social groups. Appealing to the magic of community is a secular way of thinking.


  For all their faults, a person who is in communion with God will flourish more than that same person would otherwise. The idea that the advantages shown time and again in research comparing the health and generosity of religious and nonreligious persons are due to some reproducible secular social structures limits our understanding of the critical importance of preserving the intersections of religion and state.


  Steven Smith summarizes our unique challenge and opportunity:


  The basic problem is this: because the realms [church and state] are at once independent and yet significantly interrelated, and because both make their valid claims on us, we must somehow find a way to honor both kinds of claims. We must give both Caesar and God their due.27



  Martin Luther King Jr. declared in his Letter from the Birmingham Jail that “a just law is a man made code that squares with the moral law of God” and “an unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law.”28 This is why the state needs the church and the church needs the state. Certainly a state must choose a single, unchanging basis for its moral laws; a nation simply can’t apply Sharia law in some neighborhoods and Judeo-Christian derivations elsewhere in the nation. The logic of radical toleration and radical individual freedom is simply not logical. While a nation may turn a blind eye to any number of individual choices, it is more problematic when the government privileges these above founding constitutional principles, such as the First Amendment’s guarantee of freedom of religion, assembly and speech. Forcing orthodox religious people to agree with decisions that every religion in its orthodox form rejects is dangerous and contradictory to a stable democratic republic.


  Freedom in Judeo-Christianity


  I still remember the exhilaration of thinking I was living my life in ultimate freedom; I reveled in being called a “free spirit.” Gradually the boundaries of what I wanted and what I would do to get it expanded, slowly at first, exponentially as I got older, until I was bored with what I had gotten and then moved on to the next thrill. In the wake of my desires I left any number of serious problems for other people. The paradox was that when I thought I was most free, responsible and reasonable, I was least. I was a slave to my own desires and to the spirits that drove them. Real freedom is something altogether different—it starts on the inside. As martyrs and the persecuted have testified, we can have real freedom inside a prison cell.29


  In this famous passage, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn poignantly describes the freedom in breaking with his human rationalizations30 before his conversion to Orthodox Christianity:


  It was granted to me to carry away from my prison years on my bent back . . . this essential experience: how a human being becomes evil and how good. In the intoxication of youthful successes I had felt myself to be infallible, and I was therefore cruel. . . . In my most evil moments I was convinced that I was doing good, and I was well supplied with systematic arguments. And it was only when I lay there on rotting prison straw that I sensed within myself the first stirrings of good. Gradually it was disclosed to me that the line separating good and evil passes not through states, not between classes, nor between political parties either—but right through every human heart—and through all human hearts. This line shifts, it oscillates with the years. And even in the best of hearts, there remains an unuprooted small corner of evil. . . . It is impossible to expel evil from the world in its entirety, but it is possible to constrict it within each person.31



  When I began to follow Christ, I had the grace to stop wanting and watching pornography, but that did not stop the sure consequences of having movie scenes enter my mind without intentionally recalling them. All sins, indeed all actions, have spiritual, emotional, intellectual and natural consequences that affect our bodies, souls and spirits. Each time the scenes appeared, I prayed to be forgiven and cleansed: “Lord, you saw that. Please forgive me and cleanse me.”32 After three years I realized that these unwelcome scenes had ceased to torment me; my mind was free of the unwelcome intruders.


  In addition to the freedoms that secular humanists and Christians share, individual freedom in Judeo-Christianity is achieved when we see, one glimmer at a time, who we really are. When we take our unrighteousness to God, a spiritual transaction is released that relieves us from the burden. This is followed by a second spiritual transaction whereby one is gradually cleansed from the unrighteous desires that prompted the thought or action in the first place. Are people ever perfect in this world? No, but gradually we can be cleansed more and more, allowing access to an ever widening rationality, less clouded by our own personal desires and error.


  I am acutely conscious, as I write about the freedom in Christ, that from where I stood for many years this sounded like some fairy tale or a delusion; it made no sense that freedom was an internal state of human nature available through communion with God in Christ. Though I thought it foolish for forty-one years, my disbelief did not alter the fact that this freedom is and has been available for two thousand years, and it is perhaps the most effectual and progressive of all human realities.
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  Varieties of Secular Humanism




  Man is the only animal for whom his own

  existence is a problem which he has to solve.

  Man’s main task in life is to give birth to himself.


  Erich Fromm, Man for Himself


  Most theories in the humanities and social sciences draw their foundations broadly from secular humanism. These include social and economic theories, political theories, literary theories and psychological theories. They are themselves widely diverse, but they have in common an exclusive attention to human reason in secular contexts and deny or ignore any religious principles except to critique them.


  Romanticism


  Self-trust is the first secret of success, the belief that if you are here the authorities of the universe put you here, and for cause, or with some task strictly appointed you in your constitution, and so as long as you work at that you are well and successful.



  Ralph Waldo Emerson, Society and Solitude



  


  



  If you have built castles in the air,

  your work need not be lost;

  that is where they should be.

  Now put foundations under them.


  Henry David Thoreau, Walden


  Romanticism is an intellectual movement largely associated with the arts and humanities developed in the eighteenth century in part as a reaction against the rise of radical empiricism, what we now call scientism. Romanticism secularizes the humanist values of Judeo-Christianity by shifting the transcendental characteristics of God to man and celebrating the self, imagination and the arts.1 Romanticists hold great optimism about the human condition and humankind’s ability to transcend the ordinary in life. French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau was a major figure in the emergence of romanticism in the social sciences and philosophy, as well as being instrumental in the French Revolution. His treatise on the education of Emile recommended that all young men be educated in nature, away from society, which was held to be corrupt.2


  In America, Emerson’s and Thoreau’s romanticist views were advanced as transcendentalism, and like Rousseau, they emphasized the primacy of learning from nature, aesthetics, and free and imaginative expression. Romanticists hold a suspicion of science and objective truth, and unreserved faith in human nature and the soul. Romanticists advocate self-reliance and the advancement of the soul into higher states through nature, aesthetics, intuition and imagination. Because of their acceptance of the transcendent human spirit and their rejection of empiricism (scientism), this form of secular humanism rejects naturalism and can in some instances even overlap with New Age pantheism.


  Judeo-Christianity, while highly supportive of science, also rejects the exclusivity of empiricism (scientism) as the only way to know. Judeo-Christianity is also keenly attuned to the issues of the soul and beauty, often expressed in the arts valued by the romanticists. Early Western music was almost exclusively Christian, created to worship and glorify God, and early art depicted biblical stories to the illiterate and literate alike. At the same time, Judeo-Christian principles suggest a more grounded, less idealized vision of man. In Judeo-Christianity, corruption in social institutions simply reflects the fallen nature of its collective members.


  Communism, Socialism, Marxism


  The charges against Communism made from a religious, philosophical and ideological standpoint are not deserving of serious examination. Does it require deep intuition to comprehend that . . . man’s consciousness changes with every change in the conditions of his material existence, in his social relations and in his social life?



  Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto



  Marxism takes a variety of forms today but commonly argues that people’s lives are primarily shaped by their material existence (class, labor and economic conditions) and by other forces, such as the media, politics and education. The communist revolution is accomplished when the working class (proletariat) overthrows the upper and middle classes (bourgeoisie). Those who labor at production overthrow those who own and manage production. Marx proposed that the revolution would free the worker in a capitalist system who was alienated (1) from the product he is producing, (2) from meaningful work since the work of the laborer is experienced as torment, (3) from his or her own creative powers and (4) from other human beings.3


  After the revolution and the material conditions of the people change through government control, it was hypothesized, the ideal communist culture would then emerge since man would have developed a new human nature. Greed would be abolished, and cooperation would become natural and replace the competitive spirit. Though Marx predicted that communism would result in a more just and free society with abundance, Marxist experiments in the last century actually resulted in unprecedented poverty, government oppression, dehumanization, genocide and totalitarianism.4


  The move toward socialism in the West today is much more subtle than Marxists’ overt revolutions of the last century. Nations are moved toward socialism by gradually increasing people’s benefits and dependence on government, providing an opportunity for the government to gain more and more control over its citizens, who become increasingly dependent on governmental assistance to survive, thus becoming beholden to its authorities. Today, nearly half of American households have at least one member receiving government benefits due to both the recession and government expansion.5 Canada, the United Kingdom and Europe have similar percentages. Socialists support progressive taxation, increased government welfare and the subversion of private property. The status quo is to be interrupted by protests, even general anarchy, rather than sudden violent political revolutions. This resulting disorder allows for greater governmental intervention and makes a nation even more vulnerable to excessive government monitoring and intervention, eventually leading to totalitarianism.


  Marx believed that the state must eliminate religion because communism can allow no higher allegiance or authority than the government. Judeo-Christianity presents a competing vision of well-being that includes but goes beyond the material. Marx called religion the opiate of the people and predicted religion would become extinct as communism shaped a new moral human being through social evolution and without God. There are aspects of Marxist ideologies that are not foreign to Judeo-Christian principles of justice. The last three popes have all had strong ethics to help the poor but rejected liberation theology, which was essentially Marxist.


  Capitalism has also been distorted when, instead of using capital to stimulate human creativity and well-being, banks were selling shaky mortgages to other banks and lawmakers became involved in political scheming. Essentially people were making money on other people’s money. I have a colleague who was a student at the Harvard Business School when the faculty invited a group of people to speak to the students about a new strategy called investment banking. He remembers the crowd of fellow students and alumni standing and cheering at the end of the talk, while he sat there thinking to himself, Well, it isn’t illegal, but it sounds immoral.


  Michael Novak defines proper capitalism:


  Capitalism is an economic system, dependent on an appropriate political system and a supportive moral-cultural system, that unites a large variety of social institutions (some new, some old) in the support of human economic creativity. It is the system oriented to the human mind: caput (L. “head”), wit, invention, discovery, enterprise. It brings institutional support to the inalienable right to personal economic initiative.6



  Novak has written on how the recent problems in Wall Street, the banking and mortgage industry and Congress have inhibited the growth of what he has named “democratic capitalism,” a force that helped move 500 million out of poverty in two decades.7


  Critical Theories


  Critical, feminist, cultural, multicultural, race and queer theories are contemporary expressions of post-Marxist theory that increasingly dominate the university social sciences and humanities. These theories suggest the rich oppress the poor, the social class of the poor undermines their opportunities, the dominance of men oppresses women, dominant cultures oppress nondominant ones, people of one or more races or tribes oppress others, heterosexuals oppress homosexuals, media oppress societies and wealthy nations oppress poorer ones.


  There are aspects of critical theory, like any secular theory, that are true also from a Judeo-Christian view. For example, the kingdom of God is multiracial and multicultural, and Jesus broke through many limits placed on women. In addition, French philosopher Pierre Bourdieu accurately described how social institutions reproduce inequalities—a process he named “social reproduction.” For example, students of poor parents are largely educated in such a way as to be prepared only to take on the same jobs as their parents, reproducing their existing social conditions so that the poor stay poor while the wealthy are educated to take positions of power. It is true that public schooling has not broken this cycle of poverty despite having had this goal for the past sixty years.


  The No Child Left Behind Act (2001) was the first strategic attempt to disrupt this cycle of underachievement of the poor. It began a movement to evaluate schools, teachers and districts by achievement data disaggregated by race and class to ensure that all of the students were making progress, and there has been progress.8 Unfortunately, most critical theorists, though committed to increasing equity, worked against the measure because it used conservative measurements of school achievement—standardized tests. This is an example of how ideological commitments can obscure goals: two seemingly progessive agendas collided—teacher unions’ ability to control their evaluations, and the need to evaluate teachers based on their students’ achievement.9


  Existentialism and Nihilism


  Man cannot will unless he has first understood that he must count on no one but himself; that he is alone, abandoned on earth in the midst of his infinite responsibilities, without help, with no other aim than the one he sets himself, with no other destiny than the one he forges for himself on this earth.



  Jean-Paul Sartre, Characterizations of Existentialism



  Existential theory proposes that human beings live in a constant state of anxiety. The only way to reduce our anxiety about being in this world is by making conscious choices. These choices in turn make us who we are. Jean-Paul Sartre was famous for saying, “We are our choices.” The following excerpt from his work Nausea shows the grueling level to which life descends when the navel gazing of existentialism and nihilism becomes habitual:


  The Nausea has given me a short breathing spell. But I know it will come back again: it is my normal state. Only today my body is too exhausted to stand it. Invalids also have happy moments of weakness, which take away the consciousness of their illness for a few hours. I am bored, that’s all. From time to time I yawn so widely that tears roll down my cheeks. It is a profound boredom, profound, the profound heart of existence, the very matter I am made of.10



  I sympathize with these kinds of musings because so much of my life was lived in depression. Boredom was my frequent companion and biggest fear. Nihilism is an even more despairing form of existentialism, denying even the possibility that there can be any truth, objective meaning, ultimate purpose, moral values or knowledge. Friedrich Nietzsche wrote, “What then is truth? . . . Truths are illusions about which one has forgotten that is what they are; metaphors which are worn out and without sensuous power. . . . We still do not know where the urge for truth comes from; for as yet we have heard only of the obligation imposed by society that it should exist.”11


  James Sire suggests “every important worldview that has emerged since the turn of the twentieth century has had as its major goal to transcend nihilism.”12 Nihilism in the human soul is parallel to naturalism in the physical world. Our lives, like the materials of nature, are causeless, purposeless and directionless, moved only by random forces and our “reasoned” choices.13


  Judeo-Christian principles agree that peoples’ choices do affect who they become, and what we believe also greatly influences our choices. To know oneself (talents and warts) determines the degree to which one will be able to know and fulfill one’s purpose. Anxiety is magnified by separation from God and diminished by intimacy with God. While Judaism and Christianity are very strong on human agency in making choices, this principle is motivated not by a desire to escape anxiety but by a desire to fulfill a destiny—to live a purposeful life. All choices are not equally valid, good or neutral; just choosing is not enough to thrive.


  Postmodernism


  The postmodern condition is an

  incredulity toward meta-narratives.


  Jean-Francois Lyotard,

  The Postmodern Condition


  Postmodern art and architecture are good visual representations of postmodern philosophy and theory. The art and architecture seek to make the world look absurd—to make the familiar appear strange and the strange familiar, to undermine certainty. Postmodern buildings often have areas of inexplicable and unusable space, doors that go nowhere and cannot be entered or exited, and shapes that make the buildings appear to be falling down.


  While postmodernism did open a larger space for cultural critique, in its purest form it is the ultimate rejection of any universal story that connects us to one another and to the world (metanarrative). There can be no truth claims, except of course this one. It is characterized by extreme skepticism. Metanarratives on which nations exist and laws are enacted and around which people groups build their lives are merely human constructions used to gain power. There are no universal standards for what is good, true or beautiful (the foundations of Christian education).14 Literature, art, history, philosophy, economics, architecture and culture are analyzed not for their internal logic or for truth but for contradictions, oppositions and power relations.


  Postmodern literary critics profess that the writer is dead—only the current reader’s reading of a text is relevant and alive. Various readers can read wildly different things into the text, all equally valid. Analyses offer an infinite contest of meanings: yours versus mine, and the elite and powerful versus the weaker and less powerful.


  In postmodernism, language is central to changing moral norms. Sociologist Anne Hendershott explains,


  In major cultural transitions, words often change their meaning as new norms evolve and old cultural constraints loosen. . . . Those involved in the politics of deviance often foster subtle changes in the language as part of a larger campaign to alter perceptions. An effective media campaign—one, for instance that pushes for standards of behavior based on individual desires rather than moral categories—begins the redefinition with a linguistic assault. The man who preys on boys becomes someone seeking only “intergenerational intimacy,” and the promiscuous teenager is redefined as simply “sexually adventurous.” From a rights-based, pro-choice rhetoric of those promoting assisted suicide, to the medical jargon of those promoting the disease model of addiction, advocates for redefinitions of deviance know that the side that wins the linguistic high ground generally wins the debate. . . . Words like “crazy” and “deeply disturbed” once were connected to suicide. Today they have been replaced with words like “dignity” and “autonomy” while those who oppose . . . are stigmatized as “zealots.”15



  Not all secular humanists believe there is no truth; those whose beliefs are nearer those of the material naturalists would be on the opposite end of the secular-humanist continuum. The highly intellectualized language of postmodernism is sometimes baffling. Atheist Christopher Hitchens said in an interview, “There are people . . . now—sometimes glibly called the postmodernists, who deny that there is such a thing as truth. . . . They only wear people down by boredom and semi-literate prose.”16


  Political Secularisms


  Political scientist Elizabeth Hurd writes about the secular assumptions in international relations and its conundrums. She argues that the West must evaluate its “unquestioned acceptance of the secularist division between religion and politics . . . and that secularism needs to be analyzed as a form of political authority in its own right and its consequences evaluated for international relations.” She suggests that this division between the religious and secular is not fixed but has been socially constructed, and secularism itself has become a form of productive power. One form of secular politics she defines as Judeo-Christian secularism, which opposes the total abdication of religion from politics.17


  These varieties of secular theories all share some overlapping intentions with Judeo-Christian thought—stimulating human creativity, increasing justice, examining human existence and purpose, and exploring thoughtful and just ways of relating across international boundaries. While the purposes are similar, the absence of God in the equation limits both the analysis of the problem, as suggested by Hurd, and the generation of effective, just and true solutions.
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  Principles of Secular and Christian Psychology




  The goal towards which the pleasure principle impels us—

  of becoming happy—is not attainable: yet we may not—nay, cannot—

  give up the efforts to come nearer to realization.


  Sigmund Freud,

  Civilization and Its Discontents


  Most secular psychology is directed at the valiant goals of understanding and overcoming psychological pain or stress and increasing happiness. A trained therapist generally guides clients to greater mental health by using one or more techniques drawn from the various schools of thought.


  Psychoanalysis


  Psychoanalysis’s well-known founder, Sigmund Freud, proposed that certain unconscious drives and defense mechanisms are functions of our psyche or soul. These are often revealed in unconscious fantasies, dreams and free associations. The goal of psychotherapy is to uncover these unconscious desires and mechanisms so that they can be put under the conscious control of the individual’s mind and will. Psychotherapy involves a person reliving and consciously renaming past events in order to better direct the person’s present and future.


  Carl Jung, at first a protégé of Freud, proposed that all human beings had an unconscious dark side. Consciously recognizing and accepting this dark side held keys to releasing the creative force. Though his methods do not conform to biblical principles, Carl Jung, unlike his predecessor, believed in God.1 He noted that people became neurotic when they believed wrong answers to the meaning of life. He wrote, “The majority of my patients consisted not of believers but of those who had lost their faith.”2


  Freud, on the other hand, believed human beings invented God as a sort of wish fulfillment, a childish reaction to feelings of powerlessness, guilt and anxiety. One might ask why, if one were going to invent a god, would it be a god with rules? Why would human beings around the world invent a similar god or such similar moral and ethical rules?3


  Behaviorism


  Behaviorism is the most pragmatic and naturalistically oriented school of psychology. Behaviorism is a product of the empirical work of B. F. Skinner, Ivan Pavlov, John Watson and Edward Thorndike. Behaviorism recognizes that human behavior is shaped by environmental and social reinforcement. So rather than dealing with hypothesized internal drives and mental states, behaviorists address human problems by controlling the environment in order to reshape human behavior. When challenged about his coercive and reductionist view of man, Skinner maintained that human beings were already being controlled by their environments. Why not systematically control human beings to benefit the whole of society?4


  Humanistic Psychological Theories


  Humanistic psychological theories operate closer to romanticist notions of human nature. Erich Fromm and Carl Rogers were prominent authors of these theories and methods that concentrate on affirming the dignity and value of the human being. Erik Erickson developed a stage theory for identity development whereby people moved from childhood to adulthood—from trust to autonomy, initiative, industry, identity, intimacy, generativity and integrity. Abraham Maslow developed a hierarchy of needs that led one toward self-actualization. Each of these concentrates on man’s ability to direct his or her life in a positive direction, a kind of natural evolutionary development of the human being becoming increasingly independent and self-sufficient.


  Cognitive Psychology


  Cognitive psychology was first developed by Donald Meichenbaum, who adapted behavioral therapy to help clients construct more positive narratives about themselves. His method is called cognitive behavior modification.5 Here the client is led to understand his or her maladaptive thoughts; to identify errors, such as thinking too negatively or positively or fearing new situations; and to strategically replace these with healthier thoughts and more adaptive behaviors. The client may use relaxation strategies, particular forms of self-talk or imagery in order to replace negative thoughts and behaviors with more productive ones. Albert Ellis developed a similar form called rational emotive therapy; he held that religion was detrimental to psychological health. He taught clients to identify, challenge and replace negative thoughts about themselves.6 Aaron Beck developed cognitive therapy, which helped clients consciously realize the negative thoughts they held about themselves and replace them.7 All of these are forms of cognitive psychology.


  Positive Psychology


  Positive psychology is a newer form of humanistic psychology developed by Martin Seligman and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. It encourages the client to define character strengths, build a vision of the good human life and focus on increasing events that lead to wholeness. This focus helps the client to overcome problems by redirecting attention from psychological problems to each client’s own vision of living a good human life.8


  These various strategies are often taught to returning veterans, though some have been critical of its use here as too unrealistic for the problems they face.9 Secular humanist and naturalist approaches can overemphasize a mindset of illness and disability. Every year more psychological illnesses are added to the list. Psychology and psychiatry increasingly view psychological problems as illnesses that can be treated with drugs. However, there are increasing concerns that these may actually make the client more ill.10 One particularly disturbing manifestation of secular psychology today is the way in which the media sets our expectations that the women and men who return from war will be afflicted with a host of psychological disorders. Biblically, men were honored and celebrated as heroes upon their return from battle, whatever their other issues happened to be.


  Professor of psychology Paul Vitz explains the emphasis on the self in psychology: “The modern self is characterized by such things as freedom and autonomy, by strong will, and by the presumptions that the self is self-created by the will, operating freely in the construction. The self is assumed to be strong, capable, and above all coherent; it is also largely conscious and heavily indebted to reason or at least reasonableness. . . . In recent years the presumed goal or ideal is the self of self-actualization or self-fulfillment.” He suggests that most secular psychology encourages a detrimental self-worship.11


  The Freedom in Divine Forgiveness


  To be a Christian means to forgive the inexcusable,

  because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you.


  C. S. Lewis, “Essay on Forgiveness”


  For the most part, research finds that religion is a positive force in people’s lives—mentally and physically.12 Though Christian psychology addresses many of the same psychological issues, it does so using different starting places and principles and also depends on God’s ever-present grace. Forgiveness is perhaps the single most significant psychological principle in the Judeo-Christian approach to psychological health. Forgiveness is a two-pronged principle—people receive forgiveness from God for things they do or fail to do, and people forgive others unconditionally for the same.


  Psychologists have also explored forgiveness and psychological well-being. But what happens to the Judeo-Christian principles when they are fit into secular language and research? I use the following example because it is particularly insightful and methodologically rigorous. It extends the long line of research that demonstrates generally positive relationships between forgiveness and various aspects of physical and mental health. Neil Krause and Christopher Ellison surveyed and interviewed over thirteen hundred adults, ages sixty-six and older (Christian and non-Christian, African American and white) regarding aspects of forgiveness and well-being (i.e., depression, death anxiety, life satisfaction and religious participation). The authors report their most significant statistical finding (p < .0001): “Older people who feel they are forgiven by God are approximately two and a half times more likely to feel that transgressors should be forgiven unconditionally than older people who do not feel they are forgiven by God.”13


  First, note the authors’ use of the term feel three times, not know or believe, even though the survey question asked about beliefs. To be fair, in the summary they return to the word belief. I would contend, however, that this slip of tongue reveals the secular culture’s assumption that religious belief is largely about feelings, and not about knowledge. In the conclusion of their study, they end with the following:


  Finally, as noted earlier, official church doctrine advocates forgiving others and seeking forgiveness from God. Yet, we know relatively little about how these theological issues are brought into practice in daily life. Two intriguing leads are provided in the literature. First, a recent study by Wuthnow . . . suggests that small formal groups in the church, such as prayer groups and Bible study groups, may promote the forgiveness of others. Second, research indicates that the general psychosocial climate of the congregation may have an important influence on the thought and behavior of church members. . . . Perhaps specific aspects of the congregational climate, such as the overall level of expressiveness, empathy, and social concern among church members, may contribute to a parishioner’s willingness to forgive. Because the general psychosocial climate of the church is likely to affect the way that prayer groups and Bible study groups are run, comparing and contrasting these two institutional influences may provide valuable insight into the factors that encourage people to be more forgiving of others.14



  This last statement regarding institutional influence is a rather odd conclusion because in the results the authors also report, “The relationship between forgiveness by God and the odds of forgiving right away (p < .0001) is substantially larger than the corresponding effects of any other independent variable in the equation, including church attendance (p < .05) and frequency of prayer (n.s.).”15


  Second, the claim that though “official church doctrine advocates forgiving others and seeking forgiveness from God, . . . we know relatively little about how these theological issues are brought into practice in daily life” is even more curious.16 There are roughly two thousand years of literature on how this works, beginning with the New Testament, which claims that the Word of God was incarnated in the person of Jesus Christ, who lived for approximately thirty-three years on earth, experiencing every temptation known to humanity and yet did not sin. Because of his divinity and sinless life, even though his physical body could be murdered, death literally could not hold him. He rose from the dead and was seen and heard by many for forty days. He understands and sympathizes with human weaknesses, having once had a physical body and undergone every temptation. Therefore, when a person asks Christ for forgiveness, the spiritual power demonstrated and won by Christ’s sinless life, death and resurrection allows him to cover the sin (having taken them all on the cross). A confessed sin is not only forgiven, but subsequently even the desire that prompted the sin (iniquity) is gradually, and sometimes immediately, removed. This obviously encourages the forgiven to do as Christ taught (forgive immediately without conditions), just as he did when he forgave those who were crucifying him, even though none knew they needed forgiveness nor had asked to be forgiven.


  This is a spiritual transaction, not the result of secular institutional influences or psychosocial interactions among human beings. Outside of Christ, no one person and no institutional arrangements can bring this kind of power to the act of repentance and forgiveness. This spiritual reality, like anything that is real, is ultimately likely to be measurable in any number of ways, from psychology to biochemistry, because reality should be effectual and knowable. Indeed, Krause and Ellison have uncovered evidence for the effectiveness of this Judeo-Christian principle.


  However, the study’s conclusions do not include the hypothesis that an actual spiritual transaction took place between their “subjects” and a living God that set in motion a relief of their burdens, which were assumed by Christ, prompting them to more easily release others. It may be that the authors even believe or suspect there was a spiritual transaction but also know that their work might not have been published had they concluded this.


  In the conclusion, the effectual factors that cause people to forgive others unconditionally are summarized as psychological feelings influenced by particular psychosocial institutional characteristics, not by God’s forgiveness as the title and the data imply. The actual spiritual experiences of the participants have been reinterpreted through a secular lens. This is a perfect example of what Dallas Willard calls “the calamity of displacing the central points of Christian knowledge into the domain of mere faith, sentiment, tradition, ritual or power.”17


  Forgiving Others


  While I was at Mother Teresa’s, I read Christopher Hitchens’s very critical book about her, The Missionary Position.18 I was aware she knew about it because in the book she is quoted regarding the book’s predecessor, the BBC film Hell’s Angel, and because it was her sisters who told me about the book. In addition to accusing her of taking money from politically incorrect or corrupt characters, the book portrays Mother Teresa as controlling large sums of money in a little personal egotistical empire.


  One morning she was telling a priest and me about some college students who had a fundraiser for the poor and brought her some of the money. She planned to use it for her new work, rescuing prostitutes. Because I had just read Hitchens’s book, I said to her, “Mother, there are people who write books about you who say that you do not need any more money.” She looked at me quizzically at first, then, in recognition said, “Oh, the book. Yes, I haven’t read it, but I know it. Some of the sisters read it. Ask them. It matters not, he is forgiven.” I pushed her one step further and told her that when Hitchens learned that she had said she had forgiven him, he was indignant because he said he did not need her forgiveness, nor had he asked her for it. She replied as though I had not understood. “Oh, it is not I who forgives; it is God. God forgives. God has forgiven.”


  Subsequently, I did speak with some sisters about the book. One of them recounted that when they spoke to Mother about how terrible the book was, she told them, “You know, this is a chance for greater love.” Mother always taught that humiliations were simply opportunities God gives us to build humility. The permanent sisters had passed around and read their one used copy of the book left by a volunteer. Once they had all read it, they had agreed to fast and pray for a week, asking God to reveal what they could learn from the book, and then come together at the end of the fast. They told me, with great joy, that God had showed them it was a call for them to become more holy.


  The experience of having a critical book published against them had actually helped the Missionaries of Charity. It had given them an opportunity to practice more love and humility, drawn them together in prayer and fasting, and encouraged the development of holiness. This was a spiritual transaction, not an intellectual rationalization or an emotional reaction. Thus the encounter with Hitchens’s book did not leave any hooks in them that could deter their work or inhibit their union with God. The missionaries could not afford this kind of unproductive wallowing in anger and unforgiveness. There was no need to; they knew the One who would give them the grace to overcome. They knew that unforgiveness is like drinking poison while hoping the other person dies. Hitchens had been forgiven, plain and simple, and in so doing they were also set free.


  According to the Missionaries’ Constitution, Hitchens qualified for the Missionaries’ service because he was an atheist, one of their categories of the poorest of the poor. Thus it was their job to simply pray for him. Today they are free; he died irate about her. Both the Missionaries’ and Hitchens’s reactions are manifestations of spiritual transactions—very different ones from very different spirits. Hitchens had no intellectual or spiritual categories from which to analyze their actions, no way of understanding their beliefs or their work; on the other hand, Mother Teresa and the missionaries understood him. No doubt they had already worked on similar kinds of impulses and sins inside themselves.


  Two forms of forgiveness are central to psychological health in Judeo-Christianity—one is forgiving others, such as in the example of Mother Teresa with Hitchens. As Krause and Ellison have found, critical to the ability to forgive others is having had the experience of being forgiven by God. I had my own weighty lesson on this as well.


  Being Forgiven by God


  When I began to follow Christ, I grew deeply remorseful over my two abortions. It was undeniable to me that I chose this solely to make my life more carefree. I am certain problems remain in my body, soul and spirit that directly relate to those decisions. Historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese wrote about the cultural mindsets that have led to an explosion in abortions worldwide.


  How have the advocates of abortion convinced vast numbers of people . . . that women’s prospects for happiness and self-realization depend upon unrestricted access to abortion? The simple answer lies in their success in convincing people that full personhood for women depends upon becoming truly equal to men—which effectively means securing freedom from their bodies and, especially, from children. The more complicated answer arises from the assumptions of our culture as a whole, especially its escalating sexual permissiveness, its loss of spiritual direction, it pathological fear of human mortality and the related cult of youth, its dedication to instant gratification and disdain for sacrifice, and perhaps most portentously, its abandonment of children.19



  For several years after my conversion to Christianity, I repented over and over for my abortions, unsure whether this most merciful and brilliant God I was just learning to trust could really forgive me for what I now believed was a grievous sin. When I arrived at Mother Teresa’s, I was assigned to work with sick and handicapped infants; there are no coincidences in Judeo-Christian understandings. After my return from Calcutta I was at a monastery where we were invited to write on a small index card the names of people we were promising to forgive on one side and the things for which we wanted to be forgiven on the other. We would burn the cards on an altar outdoors during evening prayers.


  At the head of my list were my two abortions on the other side of the card was a list of people I was committing to forgive. I put the list in my pocket and began to walk along the river that runs through the monastery’s land. All at once I heard a male voice in my spirit clearly say, “Who are you not to forgive someone I have forgiven?” I stopped, stunned and confused by the question that had appeared in my spirit. Not understanding, I walked further, and the same question came again. I examined my list for missing persons and started forward when the voice recurred yet a third time. Then I stopped, knelt in the grass, looked up at the sky and said aloud, “Lord, I don’t know what you are talking about.” Into my spirit the Lord spoke one more time, “I forgave you the first time you asked me, and I do not want you to ask me again.”


  Many people had suggested I just needed to confess and forgive myself, but that is not what the Lord was saying to me. He was telling me, “Who do you think you are? You do not have the authority to forgive yourself. I have forgiven you; it is only I who can forgive you, and I have already done so.” I did not need to continue rationalizing that abortion was not all that bad, or was legal, or that many people did it. Nor did I need to remain guilty and try to work off some sort of self-designed penance. I was forgiven and thus free; my staying bound was my choice, and it was limiting my life. My many attempts to forgive myself were never really finished; I always went back and tried again. Things that are not true never completely work.


  For a year I searched the Scriptures testing the revelation and discovered there is not a single Judeo-Christian Scripture that suggests we can or should forgive ourselves. Not one person in the Bible does this or is told to do it. Working to forgive myself was an act of pride, a rejection of the free gift of grace already purchased by Christ, who had taken on the sins of the world that only a perfect life could bear.


  One of the first times I told this story in public, a young woman came up to me crying and said, “Yes, but I had an abortion after I was a Christian.” But David was forgiven for sleeping with Bathsheba and killing her husband Uriah long after he knew God. Most of us unnecessarily carry our sin with us like a permanent companion or karma, something we anesthetize with our human reason. But David simply cried out to God,


  
                Have mercy on me, O God,


                   according to your steadfast love;


                according to your abundant mercy


                   blot out my transgressions.


                Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,


                   and cleanse me from my sin! (Psalm 51:1-2)

  


  Hobart Mowrer was the president of the American Psychological Association in 1953. While not religious himself, he was deeply concerned with the state of psychology, whose practitioners increasingly attributed evil actions to illness. He wrote the following, which earned him considerable criticism from the psychological community.


  So long as we [psychologists] subscribe to the view that neurosis is a bona fide “illness,” without moral implications or dimension, our position will, of necessity, continue to be an awkward one. And it is here I suggest that, as between the concept of sin (however unsatisfactory it may in some ways be) and that of sickness, sin is indeed the lesser of the two evils.20



  Until I opened my life to Christ, I, like the general secular academic community, absolutely hated the idea of sin; even hearing the word sin was like scratching nails on a board, and hearing the name Jesus was even more disconcerting. Now I see that the solution to sin—the simple acknowledgment of sin for what it is and seeking God’s forgiveness and cleansing—is one of the most brilliant, hopeful and freeing principles of Judeo-Christianity. The Greek word for sin means, literally, “to miss the mark.” When I miss the mark, I somehow have failed to act in accord with the principles by which I was made to optimally flourish. I have failed to choose the action, thought or emotion that is the most healthy, right and just, not only for me but for others as well.


  Without God, I would never have been able to even remotely approach true self-knowledge. I would have simply gotten worse. We see instances all the time of things left unconfessed, unrecognized or rationalized that simply fester and gradually become magnified. From my previous worldviews, I am painfully aware that it makes no sense that God would come down to earth as a man to offer a way to save the creation he made to know him personally and to bear his image. Even the thought of it seems ludicrous. To this, I can only say, doubt, hate or love it—his love and power are truly that real, effective and unrelenting.
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  Finding Moral Truth in Human Dialogue




  But secular humanism goes further, calling on humans to develop within the universe values of their own—as it were, from below. Further, secular humanism maintains that, through a process of value inquiry informed by scientific and reflective thought, men and women can reach rough agreement concerning values, crafting ethical systems that deliver optimal results for human beings in a broad spectrum of circumstances.



  Tom Flynn, “Secular Humanism Defined,” Council for Secular Humanism



  One of the most thoughtful and influential philosophic proposals for finding moral truth in human reason is that of German philosopher Jürgen Habermas, an ardent supporter of egalitarianism and constitutional democracies and a “methodological atheist.” His theory of “communicative action” encourages wide-ranging participatory dialogue to derive common norms rather than giving power to technocracies to define values (government by experts).1 Here people come together as equals to search for consensus on matters of common concern.


  This reasoned consensus forges a new common secular identity founded on egalitarian constitutional patriotism alone. However, Marcello Pera suggests that


  constitutional patriotism by itself, with its appeal to loyalty toward universal principles and values, is far too weak or thin an idea . . . to create a strong, specific sense of identity. . . . A bridge is needed, a link between the abstract and the concrete, between the ideal and the real, between the supranational and the national. . . . The link must be something that warms their hearts, stirs their emotions, and produces solidarity.2



  Habermas’s “communicative action” proposal offers a description of “the ideal speech situation”—rules for how reasonable people from various perspectives can deliberate, posit, question, critique and argue central social issues in order to reach a rational consensus.3 Unlike many of his critical theory counterparts, he suggests that although religious justifications are “pre-political,” the religious must also be invited to the table. To participate, the religious will need to translate their contributions into the modern plausibility structure—secularism. Further, when the religious participate, they must accept the authority of secular reason; and in turn secular reason cannot judge the truths of religion. Ultimately, however, the consensus position must be entirely decided on the authority of secular reason. Then, for what purposes are the religious invited?


  Indeed, this arrangement has a long history in the academy. While the marginalization of religious voices is obvious, it is by far not the most troubling of the issues here. Rather, the more serious challenge is the limitation set on advancing any truly unique knowledge into the existing secular mindset. The forced translation of religious principles into secular ones continues to perpetuate a dialogue held at the lowest intellectual common denominator.


  Steven Smith questions the utility of secular human reasoning alone in building moral criteria and points out the fundamental flaw of consensual ethics:


  The philosophers were committed to using reason, yes, but reason alone does not manufacture moral criteria ex nihilo. . . . The existence or non-existence of consensus has no obvious relevance to the question of . . . justification. . . . The standard example is pertinent here: if a global consensus through much of the world’s history regarded slavery as acceptable, was the consensus correct?4



  Many other troubling questions surface when considering secular humanism’s faith in the development of a universal set of moral and ethical norms from rational human communication and consensus alone. Who chooses and excludes the guests at this new Arthurian roundtable? Indeed, who performs Arthur’s mystical function? How are we to negotiate this new set of ethics collectively? How often are moral norms to be renegotiated? Who enforces these decisions upon whom? What exactly will be the rules and the real workings of these rational communications?


  In the absence of a set of unchanging God-given moral values, we must constantly renegotiate moral and ethical values and be compelled to live tethered to one of four alternatives: (1) the whims and strength of those in power to resolve the endless moral/cultural wars (technocracy); (2) the changing moral climate of the most influential media and most articulate, perhaps even most seductive, spokespersons; (3) the democratic votes of an electorate; or (4) even the overrule of democratic votes by executive orders, legislatures and court decisions as happens increasingly in Western democracies. No doubt any of these alternatives will provoke a good deal of uncertainty, chaos and contestations created by a constantly shifting moral environment.


  In a brilliant essay, the chief rabbi of the British Commonwealth, Jonathan Sacks, explains the situation leading up to the British youth riots.


  In virtually every Western society in the 1960s there was a moral revolution, an abandonment of its entire traditional ethic of self-restraint. All you need, sang the Beatles, is love. The Judeo-Christian moral code was jettisoned. In its place came: whatever works for you. The Ten Commandments were rewritten as the Ten Creative Suggestions. Or as Allan Bloom put it in “The Closing of the American Mind”: “I am the Lord Your God: Relax!” You do not have to be a Victorian sentimentalist to realize that something has gone badly wrong since. In Britain today, more than 40% of children are born outside marriage. This has led to new forms of child poverty that serious government spending has failed to cure. In 2007, a UNICEF report found that Britain’s children are the unhappiest in the world. The 2011 riots are one result. But there are others.5



  About all our many controversies, Steven Smith boldly asks us, “Shouldn’t the question be what the truth is, not what we believe?”6 Here Smith is not writing about human-constructed, consensually determined and changing truths but about objective truths that can be observed as the better choice. This is ultimately the problem of ethics and morals built around renegotiable consensus, public opinion, sheer power and democratic majorities. Without an unchanging moral code that works across time and represents the way the world actually functions best—and the way human beings and the rest of nature most productively flourish—nations, groups and individuals are constantly left adrift in an ever-changing moral environment.


  For two thousand years the moral code revealed in Judaism and the life and teachings of Jesus Christ has proved to be most productive and edifying. This code is wide enough to accommodate incredible diversity and bounded enough to keep us free, healthy and safe. His incarnation was and is God’s design to manifest the perfect, full and abundant life of Christ and to offer us a model.


  Marcello Pera suggests the results of letting this framework go. He proposes that because of radical multiculturalism, postmodernism and relativism, Europe can no longer defend herself against radical Islam and other aggressors; she cannot bring herself to say that one thing is better than another. He elaborates,


  Two divergent theories may be compared on the common ground, . . . and one may be judged better than the other. By better we mean that it has greater empirical content, more heuristic capacity, and so on. . . . Two religious systems may be compared by their cultural consequences, and here too one may be judged better than the other. By “better” we mean that it recognizes and respects more fundamental rights, satisfies more expectation, allows for more efficient, transparent, democratic institution and so on.7



  Though an atheist, Pera, like Habermas, believes that Europe dooms itself to impotence if it does not return to its Judeo-Christian groundings.8


  David Bentley Hart articulates both the original logic and the hope of our being able to find moral truth in human dialogue apart from the Judeo-Christian ethic and its results thus far.


  Part of the enthralling promise of an age of reason was, at least at first, the prospect of a genuinely rational ethics . . . not limited to the moral precepts of any particular creed, but available to all reasoning minds regardless of culture and—when recognized—immediately compelling to the rational will. Was there ever a more desperate fantasy than this? We live now in the wake of the most monstrously violent century in human history, during which the secular order (on both the political right and the political left), freed from the authority of religion, showed itself willing to kill on an unprecedented scale and with an ease of conscience worse than merely depraved. If ever an age deserved to be thought an age of darkness, it is surely ours.9



  Marcello Pera concludes his book with the alternative,


  In the end, we must choose. As the history of liberalism and modernity shows, the Christian choice to give oneself to God, or to act . . . as if God existed, has yielded the best results. This choice still has great advantages also in the field of public ethics. If we live as Christians, we will be wiser and more aware of the dangers we face. We will not separate morality from truth. We will not confuse moral autonomy with any free choice. We will not treat individuals, whether the unborn or the dying, as things. We will not allow all desires to be transformed into rights. We will not confine reason within the boundaries of science. Nor will we feel alone in a society of strangers or oppressed by a state that appropriates us because we no longer know how to guide ourselves, . . . our moral norms, and with them our coexistence and our institutions—the very same ones that have passed down and preserved for us the civilization in which we are living, at times troubled and afflicted, at times satisfied and hopeful—would wither and die if they were to cut themselves off from Christianity.10
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  Exorcising Sin




  The fact of sin [is] a fact as practical as potatoes . . .

  the only part of Christian theology that can really be proved.


  G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy


  




  In Albert Camus’s novel The Plague, an allegory on the coming of totalitarian terror, one of the protagonists comments acerbically on the naive reactions in a time of crisis of those he calls the “humanists,” people who see themselves as living in a reasonable world in which everything is up for negotiation. They believe there is a utilitarian calculus by which to gauge all human purposes and actions. . . . Camus’s “humanists” are unwilling to peer into the heart of darkness. They have banished the word evil from their vocabularies. Evil refers to something so unreasonable, after all! Therefore, it cannot really exist.



  Jean Bethke Elshtain, introduction to Just War Against Terror



  Jean Elshtain aptly identifies the tragedy of secular humanists’ utilitarian moral calculus. Human sinfulness in Judeo-Christianity is the single most detested principle by those outside it, and the single most transformative to those on the inside. The Judeo-Christian view of human nature is paradoxically that all people are made in the image of the triune God and that we “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). These statements are not contradictory or dialectic; they are both altogether true and fully operative in every human being, and at all times we are each moving in one direction or the other. Having refused to admit the reality of sin and evil most of my life, this was the first lesson I had to learn.


  Four months after my hesitant confession to try Christianity, a friend awakened me with a violent physical attack very early one morning. He was suddenly unrecognizable, had uncharacteristic strength and spoke with a different voice. After the incident, he appeared as shocked as I and jumped up saying, “I’m sorry, I don’t know what happened. That wasn’t me.” I believed him.


  That evening, when reading a passage that had previously seemed particularly egregious, one where the psalmist once again calls out for God to kill his enemies, I suddenly realized the psalmist was crying out to God about evil, just as David had implored God about his own sin. Like metaphorical scales falling from my eyes, instantly I understood two things—evil does exist, and it operates in and through the world, through other people and through me. The reality of our fallen nature became undeniable.


  C. S. Lewis explains the gradual slide I had experienced not having any permanent moral boundaries:


  Good and evil both increase at compound interest. That is why the little decisions you and I make every day are of such infinite importance. The smallest good act today is the capture of a strategic point from which, a few months later, you may be able to go on to victories you never dreamed of. An apparently trivial indulgence in lust or anger today is the loss of a ridge or railway line or bridgehead from which the enemy may launch an attack otherwise impossible.1



  Secularists interpret sin variously as preposterous, foolish, depressing, oppressive or life limiting, or as a human construction used to limit other people’s lives and gain power over them. In our moral free fall, thoughts and deeds that once were considered unthinkable, wrong, illegal or aberrations are simply added to an ever-growing list of viable human choices, often by casting them as attractive and trendy in the media. The primary reason for my not believing (not wanting to believe) in sin as it is defined in Judeo-Christianity was not based on human reason, philosophy, science or utilitarian ethics. It was based on personal desire.


  Lifelong atheist Aldous Huxley describes the impulse.


  The liberation we desired was simultaneously liberation from a certain political and economic system and liberation from a certain system of morality. We objected to the morality because it interfered with our sexual freedom; we objected to the political and economic system because it was unjust. The supporters of these systems claimed that in some way they embodied the meaning (the Christian meaning, they insisted) of the world. There was an admirably simple method of confuting these people and at the same time justifying ourselves in our political and erotic revolt: we would deny that the world had any meaning whatsoever.2



  My problem admittedly was like Huxley’s; I thought I was living the good life, and I didn’t want to disrupt it. I didn’t want to see the truth inside me. Nevertheless, the cold hard facts were laid out before me. Fortunately they came with a toolkit and a carpenter. The truth of God is not constructed and does not grant worldly social or political power or privilege; indeed it is generally the reverse. What it grants is true personal freedom. I long, sometimes ache, to see others experience the same transformative possibilities, especially those people who appear to be locked up in the same things that had my mind and emotions and spirit imprisoned.


  In the first letter of John, we read: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). I do not believe this sentence on sheer unexamined faith. I believe it because of experience and thorough testing over time; I know it works. I am not the sole agent of my psychological breakthroughs; God is the primary agent of these spiritual transactions, just as he is the primary agent in the creation of the universe. Perhaps I am too much the pragmatist and too little faithful, but I believe God’s principles are true because when tested they work. I believe those I cannot test, touch or see—because the many I have tested have proven true and because every time I read the Bible I see new things to test, new insights and understandings about the way things really are. For example, Jesus tells us we can remove the splinter from another’s eye when we have removed the plank from our own.


  Three years after I had been cleansed of the pornographic scenes, I arrived at the Los Angeles airport very early for an afternoon flight to New York on my way to Buenos Aires. I asked to take an earlier flight, and I was seated next to the window in a plane with nine seats across and very few passengers. A muscular young man dressed in shorts and a tank top with two long black braids was assigned the seat next to me. As I looked around at the many choices of seats behind me, I remembered that Jesus would have sat with the young man. I reluctantly gave up my search. His two cell phones were both ringing. This was 1999; I’m pretty certain I didn’t have even one cell phone at the time.


  We exchanged the usual, why are you going to New York, and what do you do? It turned out he was on his way to be on the Ricki Lake Show to find out whether a woman’s newborn son was his; he insisted it most likely wasn’t his because “she slept with everyone.” He asked if I was a teacher with my book, pen and hair in a bun. I asked him in return what he did, and he first said, “I don’t think you want to know.” I didn’t press the issue; nevertheless, he told me he made adult movies. Without thinking, I revealed to him the struggle I had after having watched pornography and how I had each time confessed and asked God to heal me, until a few years later I realized I no longer had the unwanted visual images.


  His demeanor softened, and he said, “Yes, and after you begin to watch them you need more, and it has to be more hardcore.” Then he got very serious and a little sad and told me he would like to get out of the business, but he knew he couldn’t. I told him if he asked the Lord, he would find the way out before he knew what happened. Then I gave him a little Native American tract I had thought I was carrying to show friends in Argentina.3 It turned out he was ethnically Native American, African American and French.


  He took the tract with him to the bathroom. Then he came back and began showing me pictures of his estranged family. He had decided in the meantime it might not be so bad if this baby was his. After all, he told me, here was his little girl, pictured with his ex-wife, and he had always wanted a son. Soon he fell asleep until dinner. At God’s prompting I offered to pray for him after dinner, having no idea what I would say if he said yes. At the suggestion he grabbed both my hands, pulled them to his chest and said desperately—“Please.” I don’t remember what I prayed, and I don’t know what happened afterward. However, one thing I do know is that once God has set us free, he uses us for the next person.4 The plank in my eye has been removed. God is relentlessly working to bring everyone to real freedom, and it is never too late.
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  Contesting Jesus as Divine




  The Secular Humanist tradition is in part a tradition of defiance. . . . Prometheus stands out because he was admired by ancient Greeks as the one who defied Zeus. He stole the fire of the gods and brought it down to earth. For this he was punished. And yet he continued his defiance amid his tortures. This is one source of the humanist challenge to authority. The next time we see a truly heroic Promethean character in mythology it is Lucifer in John Milton’s Paradise Lost. But now he is the Devil. He is evil. Whoever would defy God must be wickedness personified. That seems to be a given of traditional religion.



  Fred Edwords, “What Is Humanism,”

  American Humanist Association



  




  “But what will become of men then,” I asked him, “without God and immortal life? All things are lawful then, they can do what they like.”



  “Didn’t you know?” [Ivan] said laughing. “A clever man can do what he likes,” he said. “A clever man knows his way about.” . . .



  “Ivan has no God. He has an idea.” . . . I said to him, “Then everything is lawful, if it is so?” He frowned.



  Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov



  


  


  Because humanism emerged from Judeo-Christian roots, secular humanists largely define themselves by their opposition to the Judeo-Christian moral framework. According to the Council for Secular Humanism, “Secular humanists do not rely upon gods or other supernatural forces to solve their problems or provide guidance for their conduct.”1 Political economist Robert Reich even more clearly articulates the animosity to divine authority.


  The great conflict of the twenty-first century may be between the West and terrorism. But terrorism is a tactic, not a belief. The underlying battle will be between modern civilization and anti-modernist fanatics; between those who believe in the primacy of the individual and those who believe that human beings owe blind allegiance to a higher authority; between those who give priority to life in this world and those who believe that human life is no more than preparation for an existence beyond life; between those who believe truth is revealed solely though scripture and religious dogma, and those who rely primarily on science, reason and logic.2



  Aside from the errors in Reich’s analysis that a Christian is simply deluded by dogma; resistant to science, reason and logic; and only preparing for the next life, it seems to me that the very logical philosopher Thomas Nagel’s confession rings more honest and less polemical:


  I am talking about something much deeper—namely, the fear of religion itself. I speak from experience, being strongly subject to this fear myself: I want atheism to be true and am made uneasy by the fact that some of the most intelligent and well-informed people I know are religious believers. It isn’t just that I don’t believe in God and, naturally, hope that I’m right in my belief. It’s that I hope there is no God! I don’t want there to be a God; I don’t want the universe to be like that. My guess is that this cosmic authority problem is not a rare condition and that it is responsible for much of the scientism and reductionism of our time.3



  Prominent secular scholar Phil Zuckerman has been in the news for beginning a “secular studies” program at Pitzer College. Never mind that it is impossible for a student at his college or any other secular college to get any other kind of degree, even most who get degrees in religion and theology. Zuckerman published an often-quoted book, Society Without God, suggesting one reason to abandon divine authority is that the most prosperous, happy and healthy cultures are secular.4 Zuckerman asserts in his book that as Denmark and Sweden became more secular they became more prosperous.


  The methods and facts related to his observations are important. Zuckerman’s data compare statistics from Denmark and Sweden (more secular) to the United States (less secular). First, Denmark is less than twice the size of Massachusetts and has about 20 percent fewer inhabitants. The population of Denmark is less than 10 percent immigrants, 54 percent of whom are European. So one cannot simply compare the culture of Denmark to the United States. A more scientifically accurate investigation of his hypothesis would compare, for example, Denmark to Denmark or Sweden to Sweden as each became more secular.


  In 1960, Denmark had 100,000 crimes committed; in 2000 it had five times as many (500,000) with only 13 percent growth in population. In 1960 there were 300,000 people of working age who received full-time government welfare; in 2000 there were three times as many (900,000). From 1970 to 2002, the divorce rate grew from 18 percent to 37 percent. In 1970, 83 percent were married and 47 percent in 2002.5 These are not signs of improvement or even stasis; these are the same signs of decline experienced everywhere in the West.


  Swedish scholars Kjell Lejon and Marcus Agnafors reviewed Zuckerman’s book and also pointed out that these two societies are still largely shaped by their Lutheran backgrounds, which encourage many of the virtues that Zuckerman exalts—literacy and the work ethic that lies behind Denmark and Sweden’s economic prosperity and values. While only 2 to 3 percent regularly attend church, 80 percent say they belong to the church and 50 percent attend church on occasions such as baptisms and weddings.6 But Zuckerman’s faith is that human beings, freed of God, will create better cultures.


  Jesus as Divine


  Since the contest of the secular humanist is ultimately between the authority of man and the authority of God, the God/man Jesus stands abruptly in the way of the secular humanist’s goal of man being supremely in charge. Jesus can be a great man, famous prophet or good teacher but not what he is, fully divine and fully human. His existence and ethics can be seen as slightly better than ours, but he has to have been one of us. In secular humanism, where man is the measure of all things, there can be no higher authority than man—certainly not a divine man.


  In Judeo-Christian knowledge, Christ is both the creator and the measure of all things. He is our yardstick, our redeemer and our only real hope across the ages. He was born as a baby on the earth that was made by him and through him; he experienced every temptation ever known to man, and he overcame them all without giving in. This perfect man/God was then judged guilty by the religious and secular authorities and condemned to die. Dying sinless, he was able to take on the sins of the world, before and after his physical death and resurrection, breaking the barrier between God and man. As humans confess their failings to him, he not only takes away their sin, but his Spirit moves in to begin to cleanse us of the cause of our sin, and we are freed to be ever in communion with God, whom we can now call our Father.


  To counter the best of identities given to Jesus by the secular humanists and liberal theologians, C. S. Lewis writes:


  I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God, or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.7



  Part 4


  Pantheism




  There is a theory which states that if ever anybody

  discovers exactly what the Universe is for and why it is here,

  it will instantly disappear and be replaced by something even more

  bizarre and inexplicable. There is another theory which

  states this has already happened.


  Douglas Adams,

  The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy
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  Immanence—The Spirit Within Us




  By self alone is evil done, by self alone does one suffer.

  By self alone is evil left undone, by self alone does

  one obtain Salvation. Salvation and Perdition

  depend upon self; no man can save another.


  Buddha, Dhammapada


  Like many in college in the late 1970s, my friends and I were swinging away from Western thought. As a graduate student at the University of Texas, I avidly read the Whole Earth Catalog, had friends who left to build communes in the countryside and frequented new “organic” restaurants and shops with their bulletin boards announcing endless opportunities to join all manner of “spiritual” lectures and workshops, all of which were pantheist. Within two weeks of starting graduate school, I was also enrolled in Transcendental Meditation classes. Subsequently, over the years I tried many varieties of pantheism, including Zen, Yoga, feminist theology, Wicca and less rigorous forms of American pantheism and paganism—the New Age, New Earth varieties. Eventually I was bending spoons at friends’ houses while more adventurous friends were trying hypnotism. For me it was something of a spiritual hobby; I was surfing the spiritual net to find my bliss.


  Shortly after my decision to “try on” Christianity, I remember hearing a Buddhist monk on campus answering a young student who was also surfing the spiritual net. The monk told him, “If your religion isn’t really difficult, you don’t have one.” Clearly there are devout followers of pantheist religious systems, such as Buddhism and Hinduism, but many of these religions also have been Westernized and have lost their orthodoxy, not unlike the effect of secularism on Christianity in the last century. The monk’s admonition that an authentic religion is difficult rang true. Even as a new Christian explorer, I knew the real thing would not be easy.


  Pantheists’ fundamental faith is that there is a spiritual reality that is one with observed natural and human reality. In pantheism, this immanent spirit is in all human and physical nature (pantheism), or we are one and the same with this eternal immanent spirit or force, making us also the expression of the divine itself (panentheism). This singular reality posits that there is only one substance—spirit—from which all else emerges and exists. The important point in defining the difference between these views and monotheism is that the divine spirit is not a personal but an impersonal animating force coexisting with all things whether it is one and the same with the universe or in but also outside the universe. Like all worldviews, these metaphysical presuppositions are also not subject to scientific verification; they constitute the faith of pantheism.1


  Though this immanent spirit is not always defined in terms of good or evil, orthodox pantheist religions do maintain that particular attitudes or virtues are to be cultivated and their opposites avoided. The Dalai Lama suggests the most important virtues are the opposites of the acts condemned in Buddhism (and would be also in Judeo-Christian thought): murder; theft; sexual misconduct; covetousness; malice; speech that is lying, offensive or frivolous; and holding perverted views such as nihilism and extremism. C. S. Lewis documented the virtues that many cultural and religious traditions share in the appendix of his book The Abolition of Man,2 and some suggest the shared virtues alone are evidence of there being one universal God who has written his universal natural laws on our hearts.3


  Pantheists achieve various degrees of “spiritual enlightenment” by becoming increasingly one with the ultimate spiritual reality (Nirvana in Buddhism) or by actualizing their god-nature or real self (Atman in Hinduism, when the soul becomes united to Brahman, the ultimate reality). Disciplines such as meditation, the study of sacred texts, chants, ceremonies, trances, veneration of deities and other spiritual practices are designed to free us from the ignorance and desire that block our enlightenment. Salvation and enlightenment are solely the responsibility of the individual person. Connecting with the ultimate spiritual reality and becoming enlightened is said to enhance both our human well-being and consciousness and in turn positively affect the world.


  The reality of spiritual transactions is one of the primary principles shared by Judeo-Christianity and pantheism. Judeo-Christian thought and the more orthodox expressions of pantheistic and panentheistic worldviews share common beliefs in the existence of a spiritual world. This spiritual reality affects human beings and nature, and human beings coexist and interact with spiritual reality. Both worldviews distinguish between the natural and the spiritual while recognizing their inextricable connections. They each practice spiritual disciplines (prayer, study, fasting) and are committed to practicing particular virtues, such as reverence, compassion and humility. However, there are also significant differences between Judeo-Christian and pantheist worldviews. They do not both lead to the same place. In an interview regarding Christianity and Buddhism, the Dalai Lama explained, “Once a certain degree of realization has been reached, a choice between two paths will become necessary.”4


  In Judeo-Christianity, God is neither immanent (coexistent with human and physical nature) nor mythical or metaphorical (as in the gods and goddesses of early Greco-Roman empires and of Hinduism). God is alive, and both active in and transcendent to the universe as its Creator. So God cohabits with his people and creation, as well as transcends them. Spiritual growth in Christianity is obtained and sustained in a strong relationship with God through Christ, who gives us the grace to live in the world without being completely consumed into it (to be in the world without being of it). This relationship transforms (not transcends) the inner man through the effectual working of the Holy Spirit.


  Karma and Consequences


  In pantheist worldviews, karma is an impersonal force that embodies the consequences that follow a person’s choices (actions and inactions) in this lifetime. The Dalai Lama defines karma as “the intentional acts of sentient beings . . . all of which have impacts upon the psyche of an individual, no matter how minute. . . . The entire process is seen as an endless self-perpetuating dynamic. The chain reaction of interlocking causes and effects operates not only in individuals, but also for groups and societies, not just in this lifetime but across many lifetimes. . . . This karmic causality is seen as a fundamental natural process and not a kind of divine mechanism.”5


  These consequences are believed to follow us into the next life. The Buddha taught, “All that we are is the result of what we have thought. If a man speaks or acts with an evil thought, pain follows him. If a man speaks or acts with a pure thought, happiness follows him, like a shadow that never leaves him.” These karmic consequences are irreparable, offering no process for complete redemption in one’s lifetime, though one can decide to change their thoughts, feelings and intentions, thus changing their actions. Some pantheists believe through good works these consequences can be diminished.


  There was a heartbroken Hindu couple who came for quite some time to volunteer at Mother Teresa’s Shishu Bavan while I was there. They were apparently in hopes that their good works would help their son, who had tragically died at college, ascend to a higher reincarnation by working off their son’s and their own harmful karma, which they suspected had something to do with the loss of this only child whom they deeply loved.


  Christians also believe there are consequences to wrong actions, thoughts and words. However, unlike pantheist religions, Christ opened the way to be forgiven and cleansed in this lifetime for anyone who believes in him and admits their errors. This spiritual transaction transforms one from the inside out and grants more desire and ability to overcome and thrive—to live more abundantly in this life and the next.


  Hinduism and Buddhism encourage us to confront our selfish desires and recognize that the “self” is the core of the problem. So we work to diminish this self and become nothing through spiritual disciplines. Christianity also believes that focusing on one’s self is problematic, but one faithfully confesses thoughts, feelings, intentions and actions and trusts in the work of Christ to help us overcome our selfishness. As in the example of my abortions, my only task, which was difficult enough for an independent-minded person like myself, was simply to confess, repent—turning my mind around to agree with God about the error—and accept Christ’s free offer. Without God’s forgiveness through Christ, I would still be making excuses, or trying to pray away my sins, my karma.


  Some pantheists believe that all living creatures are equal—we are all sentient beings (any being that can sense and feel); there is no species above another. This position closely parallels that of secular animal rights ethicist Peter Singer. However, pantheists who believe in karma obviously do presume levels of being when they suggest that one’s actions in this world determine one’s reincarnated life form in the next life.
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  To Eliminate Suffering, Jettison Desire




  What is evil? Killing is evil, lying is evil, slandering is evil, abuse is evil, gossip is evil, envy is evil, hatred is evil, to cling to false doctrine is evil; all these things are evil. And what is the root of evil? Desire is the root of evil, illusion is the root of evil.



  Gautama Siddhartha, the founder of Buddhism



  Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha (enlightened one), was born of Hindu nobility around the sixth century B.C. As a prince, he spent his early life in luxury inside the confines of his father’s palace estates. The story is told that Siddhartha ventured out of his protected environs and witnessed the great sufferings of the common people. His life’s quest then became to understand suffering and how to eliminate it. The Buddha proposed that the cause of suffering was human desire, which when unmet led to disappointment and sorrow.


  His moral teachings developed the Buddhist path of enlightenment to the no-self or Nirvana.1 In Hinduism the goal is to become absorbed into the Brahman, the ultimate spirit. The attainment of these states (Nirvana or Brahman) is entirely dependent on the individual’s relinquishing of all desire through various stages. If we desire nothing, we will not want, strive, compete or struggle to obtain these desires, and we will not suffer for their lack. Various spiritual practices, particularly various forms of meditation, chanting, walking and sitting, are used to clear one’s mind and separate one from the earthly desires that block a person’s movement toward enlightenment. Escaping desire and thus suffering allows the Hindu soul (Atman) to ascend to Brahman, the ultimate reality, and the Buddhist to move closer to the ultimate state of nonbeing (Nirvana). A secular offshoot of this is often called achieving “mindfulness,” a derivation of the pantheist steps to enlightenment that allow the mind to transcend lower states and achieve a state of calm, reflective awareness.


  Desire and Suffering—To Rid or Redeem


  Delight yourself in the Lord,

  and he will give you the desires of your heart.


  Psalm 37:4


  The single most critical difference between pantheism and Judeo-Christianity is the role of desire and suffering. There is no attempt in Judeo-Christianity to negate the mind or emotions (to reach a state of Nirvana or merge with Brahman). Judeo-Christian principles do not deny that people’s wrong desires lead them to suffer and cause others to suffer. We can suffer even in right desires. Rather than seek to overcome all desire and thus not suffer, Christ called people to understand and purify and embrace their desires through an ongoing relationship with God, who reveals our true self, real purposes and desires. Right desire is the essential fuel for one’s knowing and accomplishing one’s unique purpose in life.


  Suffering can come as a result of thwarted desire and is a reality in this fallen world. In Judeo-Christian thought it is unavoidable as well as potentially redemptive; suffering can be a major tool for human growth. I am quite certain that I have made very little progress in my spirit or soul without suffering first. Some of the things that have happened to me, which from a practical point of view have been the most hurtful, have in fact been the most helpful. In retrospect, were I to be given the choice now, I would actually choose to have gone through them. Godly desire and suffering together propel us to realize and fulfill our destinies, our purposes in life.


  A person’s calling or purpose unfolds little by little throughout life as desires are not abdicated but cleansed. Mother Teresa told me that if God had told her his whole plan for the Missionaries of Charity, she would have been too afraid to help the first person. Her desire and purpose to serve Jesus by serving the poor also brought her much personal grief, a grief that was overcome by her stronger desire to know and honor God and serve in India.


  When she was sixteen, Anjezë Gonxhe Bojaxhiu (Mother Teresa) told her mother she wanted to become a nun and serve in India. Her mother went in her bedroom and closed the door. She came out twenty-four hours later, took her daughter’s hand and told Gonxhe to put her hand in God’s and never look back. At eighteen, Gonxhe left home to serve in India and, because of the Iron Curtain, never again saw her mother or sister.2


  In Judeo-Christianity, to deny or rid oneself of desire would be to render one impotent to act in the world for good or evil. It is obviously not a trade-off that God was willing to make. The essence then of Judeo-Christian teaching on desire is to seek God to clarify and purify our desires, not to relinquish them. All Judeo-Christian principles aim to produce a fuller and more abundant life (human flourishing), rather than mental and spiritual states such as no-mind or abstract oneness.


  Vishal Mangalwadi, Indian scholar and Hindu convert to Christianity, suggests that the principle of giving up desire was detrimental to the development of India and that Judeo-Christian principles are the primary reason why the West excelled.3 He observes that even the early art of Western Christendom and Eastern mysticism expose the differences. In Christian art the eyes of Jesus and the saints are wide open, alive and looking up. Even if they are being tortured, the saints are always looking up, striving for something better. He claims Eastern mystics’ eyes are often depicted as closed or half-opened. He asserts that this reveals the differences between the hope embedded in Judeo-Christian principles and the resignation of the Eastern philosophies.
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  Pantheism’s Many Faces




  Do not believe in anything simply because you have heard it. Do not believe in anything simply because it is spoken and rumored by many. Do not believe in anything simply because it is found written in your religious books. Do not believe in anything merely on the authority of your teachers and elders. Do not believe in traditions because they have been handed down for many generations. But after observation and analysis, when you find that anything agrees with reason and is conducive to the good and benefit of one and all, then accept it and live up to it.



  Gautama Siddhartha, Kalama Sutta



  Like secular humanism, pantheism also has a diverse range of expressions. Pantheism’s most orthodox forms include what we typically call the Eastern religions and philosophies of Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism and Confucianism. Realistically, all major religions originated in the East; Jesus, Moses and Muhammad were not Westerners. The Buddha, Lao Tzu and Confucius were early founders of pantheist religions. The current fourteenth Dalai Lama and Mohandas Gandhi are among the best-known contemporary representatives of these more orthodox Eastern religions. Below are some insights regarding the most prominent forms which also share some overlap with Christian principles.1 Chapter 21 will look at pantheism as it is often expressed in Western culture.


  Most pantheist religious and philosophic frameworks emerged during what is called the Axial Age. This is roughly from 800 B.C. to 200 B.C. Between 400 B.C. and the advent of Christ, the Hebrew prophets are silent, thus the gap between the Old and New Testaments (with the exception of the books of the Apocrypha). Sociologists Robert Bellah and Hans Joas suggest that during this age intellectual sophistication and awareness of the transcendent evoloved worldwide.2 During this time we have the emergence of the written canonical texts of the Hebrews (Old Testament); the philosophy of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle; the Analects of Confucius; the Bhagavad Gita; and the life and teachings of Buddha. Indeed, pantheist religions and philosophies emphasize intellectual enlightenment and control of our thoughts, feelings and actions. All the major religions, with the exception of Islam, were established during this time. Judaism was already well established, and Christ appeared at the end of the Axial Age.


  According to Hegel, Christ comes on the scene as the “crucial dividing line, the axis of world history.”3 Christ extends the Judaic knowledge of the one God. In Charles Taylor’s words, “The enfleshment of God extends outward, through such new links as the Samaritan makes with the Jew, into a network which we call the church.”4 Bellah and Joas write,


  The original Christian insight . . . has much in common with [some] perspective[s] of the Buddhists. . . . [T]he incarnation of God in Jesus pushes us outward, beyond the boundaries of all tribes and nations, beyond all civilizational rules, into direct encounters with other persons based on the unconditional love which God has for us.5



  Buddhism


  Buddhism in its orthodox form is formally practiced in most Asian countries and accounts for approximately 6 percent of the world’s religious.6 However, its influence is considerably larger because its philosophic (versus religious) ideas can be made compatible with the secular philosophic outlook on life that many in the West have accepted; witness the loyalties of actor Richard Gere and Apple founder Steve Jobs. Many New Age teachers also draw principles from Buddhist thought. The current (fourteenth) Dalai Lama notes on his official website that one of his three goals is “the promotion of basic human values or secular ethics in the interest of human happiness.” The other goals are “the fostering of inter-religious harmony and the preservation of Tibet’s Buddhist culture, a culture of peace and non-violence.”7


  A Buddhist believes four noble truths—the truth of misery, the truth that it comes from within us because of our desires, the truth that it can be eliminated, and the truth that to eliminate it a particular path must be followed. To rid oneself of desire, one follows the discipline of the eightfold path of having right views, right intentions, right speech, right conduct or actions, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right meditation or concentration. Ultimately one enters the state of Nirvana, in which one is no longer subject to rebirths due to karmic flaws, thus completely free from suffering and internal afflictions such as anger, sorrow and pain. This state of complete peace marks the end of one’s separate identity; one becomes free of all boundaries, of striving for desires and of suffering and becomes a part of the eternal oneness.8 In his still-popular 1951 novel, Siddhartha, Herman Hesse depicted the struggle of this process:


  He went the way of self-denial by means of pain, through voluntarily suffering and overcoming pain, hunger, thirst, tiredness. He went the way of self-denial by means of meditation, through imagining the mind to be void of all conceptions. These and other ways he learned to go, a thousand times he left his self, for hours and days he remained in the non-self. But though the ways led away from the self, their end nevertheless always led back to the self. Though Siddhartha fled from the self a thousand times, stayed in nothingness, stayed in the animal, in the stone, the return was inevitable, inescapable was the hour, when he found himself back in the sunshine or in the moonlight, in the shade or in the rain, and was once again his self and Siddhartha, and again felt the agony of the cycle which had been forced upon him.9



  Hinduism


  When we think of failure, failure will be ours. If we remain undecided, nothing will ever change. All we need to do is want to achieve something great and then simply to do it. Never think of failure, for what we think will come about.



  Maharishi Mahesh Yogi



  Hinduism accounts for 14 percent of world population; most of its adherents live in India, Nepal, Bangladesh and Indonesia. This makes it the third largest religion. Spiritual disciplines such as various forms of meditation and chanting, the study of sacred texts, Yoga and the veneration of deities in Hinduism help one ascend and draw closer to becoming one with the ultimate Absolute (Brahman, that which sustains the universe and causes growth).


  Hinduism is the most diverse tradition; it includes the veneration of innumerable male and female deities, each representing some aspect of the ultimate spirit—Brahman. The tradition includes moral teachings, the notion of karma and numerous sacred texts (the primary texts being the Bhagavad Gita revealed by Krishna and the Vedas, Upanishads and Puranas) as well as a wide range of practices, such as vegetarianism, worship of deities often through images, veneration of the cow, chants, meditations and temple worship. Because of the diversity and complexity of Hindu beliefs, it is difficult to characterize Hinduism’s major tenets.


  The concept of Brahman figures prominently as the ultimate nonmaterial, spiritual reality. Atman is the soul of an individual, which is the human emanation of Brahman. Hinduism holds that human beings are one with this ultimate reality—spirit. The Atman becomes Brahman in four stages—the waking life, the dreaming life, the sleeping life and the Atman, spirit itself, which is unseen and untouched and exists beyond all thought. This last state is the end of man’s evolution; man is peace itself, the pure state of supreme consciousness.10 At death, an individual’s soul loses its body but is continuously reincarnated until it is released by being absorbed into the ultimate spiritual reality of pure consciousness—Brahman.


  Hinduism traditionally holds that there is a hierarchy of hereditary castes, which are spiritual/social divisions among people, with the Brahman being the most elite, indicating their higher state of reincarnation and consciousness. This practice was strongly resisted by Gandhi and many others and is slowly losing force. Sister Nirmala, who now leads Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity, was born into the Brahman caste and could have lived a very privileged life. Instead, after knowing Mother Teresa, she chose to become a servant to the poorest of the poor, serving the lowest castes, Dalits, as well as Muslims, and thus forfeiting her life as a member of the elite.


  Taoism


  I have three treasures. Guard and keep them:

  The first is deep love,

  The second is frugality,

  And the third is not to dare to be ahead of the world.

  Because of deep love, one is courageous.

  Because of frugality, one is generous.

  Because of not daring to be ahead of the world,

  one becomes the leader of the world.


  Lao-Tzu


  Taoism is an Eastern religious/philosophic approach to harmony that has had a great impact in China. It is symbolized as the cosmic balance, illustrating the path of life, which focuses on the solidarity of nature and man. The Three Jewels of the Tao are compassion, moderation and humility. The Tao Te Ching is the primary text, which was written by Lao Tzu (c. 600 B.C.) and the Chuang-Tsu written by Chuang Tzu (c. 300 B.C.). The Tao (the way of virtue) is nameless since it has always existed; it is superior to Being, the ultimate source of creation, the way of nature, and is often simply translated “The Way.”


  The mind of the Taoist must become empty of desire so that the Tao can flow freely through the person. The tao is the mysterious power at the heart of the sage. To master wu-wei (the flow of the natural order) is to achieve harmony with nature by acting in such a humble way that the actors leave no trace of themselves in the work. When one functions fully inside the natural order, actions are effortless. Religious practices and rituals of Taoism include offering sacrifices of food to deceased ancestors; worshiping deities; fasting; alchemy; astrology; telling the future or fortunes; the application of Feng Shui to the design of buildings to maximize or harmonize the positive energy of the heavens and the earth; meditation; martial arts, such as Kungfu and Tai Chi; the reading and chanting of sacred texts; and the use of spirit mediums or shamans.11


  Confucianism


  Speak the truth, do not yield to anger;

  give, if thou art asked for little;

  by these three steps thou wilt go near the gods.


  Confucius


  Confucianism (developed by the philosopher Confucius, 551–479 B.C.) is an Eastern philosophy similar to Taoism; the two systems are often practiced together. While Taoism emphasizes the natural order, Confucius emphasizes more the social order—society and humans’ responsibility to others. Religious practices center on proper social behaviors, such as the younger person’s duty to the elder, politeness, formal manners showing respect and particular rituals. The proper social order is characterized in the Five Bonds—ruler to the ruled, father to son, husband to wife, elder brother to younger, and friend to friend. Self-realization is possible through proper actions; particularly critical are self-knowledge, self-discipline and the performance of appropriate rituals. For example, a person’s speech should be simple not artful, as artistic speech demonstrates pride. Rulers are to exemplify virtue, humility and thankfulness. The major content of Confucian education centers on morality, proper speech, respect, government and the arts, respected also in Christianity.12


  Shintoism


  Shintoism (“the way of the gods”) is the native spiritual worldview in Japan, with roots also dating back to the Axial Age. Today it is generally a mix of Buddhism, panentheism and even polytheism. In Shintoism everything is filled with the essence of spirits or gods (kami), abstract forces that can be good or evil. Because of the belief that this spirit resides in all things, Shintoism is more akin to panentheism where all things are one and the same with gods or spirits. The spiritual disciplines include worshiping ancestors, worshiping in shrines and particular spots in nature, purification rites, priestly blessings of buildings and businesses, prescribed prayers and procedures such as bowing, as well as periodic rituals to appease spirits and purify geographic areas, buildings, homes and individuals.


  Summary


  Pantheists have varying commitments to the world as real or illusory. The Dalai Lama has a firm commitment to the real world and to science. He says,


  My confidence in venturing into science lies in my basic belief that, as in science so in Buddhism, understanding the nature of reality is pursued by means of critical investigation: if scientific analysis were conclusively to demonstrate certain claims in Buddhism to be false, then we must accept the findings of science and abandon those claims.13



  The Dalai Lama announced that because of this he no longer believes the Buddhist holy text regarding the movement of sun and moon and their relationship to earth.14 While he understands Darwinian evolution, he has several concerns about the theory’s inability to account for altruism, the origin of sentience and karma, and its “dangerous tendency to turn the visions we construct of ourselves into self-fulfilling prophecies.”15 The Dalai Lama’s interest in science is one place where naturalism and pantheism meet. On the other end of pantheism, most orthodox Hindu doctrines claim all reality to be an illusion constructed by the mind, more similar to the Western postmodern secular humanist’s position.


  The principles of the various pantheist religions morphed when they entered the West; in part, they became less distinct and their practices less demanding. The secular urge and relaxed prosperity of the West made the demanding and distinctive forms less appealing, just as it diluted some Judeo-Christian thought and theology.
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  Western Pantheism—Spiritual, Not Religious




  I still use words like “spiritual” and “mystical.” . . .

  People have self-transcending experiences. And people have the best

  day of their life where . . . they seem at one with nature.


  Sam Harris, www.youtube.com/watch?v=KFBZBy7mLIw


  



  When a man stops believing in God, he doesn’t then

  believe in nothing; he believes anything.


  G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy


  The category “spiritual but not religious” is the fastest-growing religious category in the West.1 Researcher Michael King and his colleagues at University College London published their results of interviews with over seven thousand people in England who were religious, nonreligious/nonspiritual, or spiritual but not religious.2 They found that those who were “spiritual but not religious” were more likely to suffer from depression and other mental health problems; to take psychotropic medication; to use or be dependent on recreational drugs; and to have anxiety, eating and other neurotic disorders than either the religious or nonreligious. The religious were less likely to have used drugs and more likely to have education beyond secondary school than either the nonreligious or the “spiritual but not religious.”


  From the time I entered graduate school in 1975 to the time of my conversion in 1993, I called myself “spiritual but not religious.” What I was actually trying ever so cleverly to communicate is that I was “good” without religion; I didn’t need a crutch. Particularly to my Christian acquaintances I was denigrating their beliefs in a God and sin. I needed no savior, no rules and no help from some socially constructed God figure. In fact, I believed I was actually more advanced spiritually than religious people because of my self-reliance and ability to connect the spirit within me to the universal spirit.


  I was actively engaged in pursuing my own spiritual awakening, spiritual power and spiritual goodness in any number of what, for lack of a better term, are Westernized pantheist expressions. I was also using drugs and, in retrospect, had many of the mental health issues identified in the study. While in graduate school I had to go off campus for such teachings and practice; today they are well integrated into the daily life of universities.


  For example, only a few days after the graduation event in which the faculty objected to the commencement prayer, the entire faculty, staff and students received another email, an invitation from the college’s campus Health and Wellness Club.


  Summer Greetings:



  Congratulations to everyone who graduated this year, and to all of us for the completion of another semester!



  The Health and Wellness Club would like to extend an invitation to you and your friends and family to attend a Day of Mindfulness Event taking place on Saturday, May 28th from 9am-3pm. . . . This should be a fun and relaxing day full of activities designed to celebrate ourselves, build community and encourage mindful habits. Please see the attached flyer for additional details and RSVP . . . if you will be able to join us. We hope to see you there!



  Wishing you all the best in health and happiness this summer.



  There were no protests for the official school-sponsored pantheist opportunity to celebrate ourselves and become “mindful.” Most were probably unaware this emanates from a pantheist framework—nevertheless one that does not pose much challenge to the secular humanists’ urge to celebrate human achievement and potential.


  A few months later, we received an email inviting the whole college community to a lecture to be given by a man who is described on the brochure as being “known for his exceptional shamanistic performances . . . to engage the mystical and transformative power of Shamanic ritual” whereby he reportedly has helped tenants in “a social housing block scheduled for demolition . . . by participat[ing] with him in the recreation of a . . . shaman ritual, so that animal spirits, via the medium of the artist, might offer them guidance for the uncertain times.” He is pictured wearing sunglasses, holding a stuffed hawk mounted on a long stick in his outstretched hand.


  James Sire outlines some of the basic goals of the Western pantheists. They seek to (1) bring on a New Age via increased consciousness, (2) understand the invisible cosmos through altered states of consciousness, (3) use the cosmic consciousness whereby ordinary categories of time, space and morality disappear, (4) use the cosmic consciousness to overcome the fear of death, and (5) achieve cosmic consciousness via the occult, psychedelics or conceptual relativism.3 Although I had tried various methods of achieving cosmic consciousness, I never really reached anything close to the expressed goal except while taking various drugs.


  These Westernized pantheist expressions and performances place an emphasis on individual human spiritual power, well-being and goodness. Oprah Winfrey, Eckhart Tolle, Deepak Chopra, Rhonda Byrne, Shirley MacLaine, Carlos Castaneda, don Miguel Ruiz, Gary Zukav, Marilyn Ferguson, Andrew Weil, Marianne Williamson and Fritjof Capra have all been popular promoters of various manifestations of pantheism in the West, only a few of which will be described here.


  The New Age, New Earth Movement


  The New Age, New Earth movement has many manifestations such as Wicca (white witchcraft) and various pagan, neo-pagan and Gaia movements and other secular forms of spirituality such as Buddhists without Beliefs.4 Regardless of the prefixes new and neo-, these beliefs and practices existed in ancient cultures; witness for example the “medium at En-dor” during King Saul’s reign.5 Today the movement’s most popular proponent in the United States is Oprah Winfrey, who encourages these movements through the guests on her shows and her book-club choices, such as Siddhartha and Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. Films such as Seven Years in Tibet, Star Wars, Avatar, Eat Pray Love, and the Twilight movies also represent Westernized pictures of Buddhist, Hindu and other pantheist beliefs.


  Rather than the secular humanists’ pursuit of the power of human reason and politics or the naturalists’ pursuit of power over nature via science and technology, pantheists pursue individual power in the spiritual realm. Today’s plethora of spiritual teachers and gurus encourages a reverence for the earth and a focus on individual self-improvement, spiritual power, psychic knowledge and mindfulness. They share with pantheism a belief in the “spiritual” methods of meditation to clear the mind and advance human wisdom, health and transcendence but generally deviate in rigor, tradition and devotion.


  In Rhonda Byrne’s bestselling book The Secret, she summarizes various proponents’ conclusions, which are typical of many Western pantheist principles.6 Some of them include:


  
    	Everything is energy.


    	You are a spiritual being.


    	The Universe emerges from thought.


    	We are creators not only of our own destiny but also of the Universe.


    	We are all connected and all One.


    	Your power is in your thoughts.


    	The only thing you need to do is feel good now.


    	Now is the time to enhance your magnificence.


    	We are in the midst of a glorious era.


    	Let go of limiting thoughts, experience humanity’s true magnificence.


    	What you do with the Secret is up to you.


    	Whatever you choose is right.


    	The power is all yours.

  


  The Secret, A Course in Miracles, A New Earth and The Ultimate Happiness Prescription all emphasize similar principles to enhance spiritual power, happiness and peacefulness.7 Unlike orthodox pantheist religions, these expressions generally do not reject desire; they frequently orient desire toward the self—individual wellness, spiritual power and peace. Deepak Chopra’s center offers programs on such topics as wellness, Ayurveda medicine, harnessing the power of coincidence, meditation, Yoga and mind/body healing.8


  Westernized pantheism is fairly compatible within a highly individualistic secular culture, and, in point of fact, it could easily be argued that pantheism is more individualistic than any monotheistic religion. It is not an accident that the Westernized Buddhist advocate Steve Jobs, of the high-tech industry, named his inventions i-everything and his Apple emails “@me.com.” In Herman Hesse’s classic book, Siddhartha, the protagonist says, “It had to be found, the pristine source in one’s own self, it had to be possessed! Everything else was searching, was a detour, was getting lost.”9


  Earlier forms of contemporary Western pantheism included the theosophists, who sought to transcend their minds in order to reach a divine revelation of truth. The underpinnings of theosophical ideas go back to the third century A.D. and have included the famous educator and founder of the Waldorf Schools, Rudolph Steiner.10 Similarly, the Unitarian Universalists11 encourage open-mindedness toward all religious teachings and earth-centered traditions and are heavily influenced by pantheist philosophies.


  Transcendental Meditation


  Transcendental Meditation (TM) is the ancient Vedic tradition brought to the West in the twentieth century by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (1917–2008). These practices focus the mind on breathing, chanting mantras or concentrating on objects in order to assist the person in reaching a state of deep relaxation, which allows the mind to transcend to higher states of consciousness. TM practitioners of the last century have been active in collecting data to support the health and psychological benefits of TM; proponents have been granted government funds to study its effects on various aspects of health.12


  Native American Religions


  Native American religious frameworks also emphasize the role of nature in spirit. Carlos Castaneda popularized these in the publication of his encounters with Don Juan, a Yaqui sorcerer, stories that may have been fictional. His books had a strong influence on several generations of seekers.13 Don Miguel Ruiz offered a series of books, beginning with The Four Agreements, that distill his view of Native American wisdom. His Fifth Agreement is a guide to self-mastery.14 Philip Jenkins has done extensive work on actual Native American spirituality as well as the ways in which their authentic beliefs have been distorted by New Age movements. He writes, “What the recent discoveries [of ancient sites] prove is that early Native peoples were profoundly attuned to the natural world, were close observers of the skies, and recorded their observations as accurately (and beautifully) as they could, none of which involves any claims about supernatural powers.”15


  “Engaged” Buddhism


  Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh’s “engaged” Buddhism combines Western psychology with Eastern meditation and political liberation to promote world peace.16 He has built villages in France and elsewhere, actively working to help refugees around the world and others whose lives have been limited by government oppression and war.


  A Course in Miracles


  The Course in Miracles is a spiritual but not religious course of study designed around messages that were reportedly scribed by Helen Schucman with assistance by William Thetford, both psychologists, now run by Kenneth Wapnick. The scribed messages were from an inner voice, which Schucman identified as Jesus. God is discussed in the texts but in a nonsectarian and nonorthodox manner. The goal is to teach universal love by learning to think spiritually. The course emphasizes forgiveness as the way to make relationships holy and to rid oneself of guilt and fear, which block living the miraculous in life. The ultimate goal is to help the student to develop their inner voice to achieve peace and happiness. The actual Course in Miracles includes texts, workbooks and seminars, as well as a yearlong self-study program. The book has reportedly sold millions of copies and is available in twenty languages. Spiritual teacher and author Marianne Williamson updates and teaches these principles in her work.17


  Magical Realism


  Magical realism is a new genre in literature, which embodies pantheism by combining the mystical with the real. For example, characters may suddenly and inexplicably float in the air or be transported in time. In these narratives the spiritual, the magical and the mystical are mixed into realistic settings. Characters blur the lines between fantasy and reality. Authors of this literature include award winners such as Gabriel García Márquez, Ana Castillo, Octavio Paz and Isabel Allende.


  New Scientific Mythologies


  “New scientific mythologies” is the designation given by communications scholar James Herrick to a set of contemporary beliefs that extend pantheism into science, producing a new spirituality. These beliefs include the following:


  
    	We will discover benevolent, helpful extraterrestrial beings.18


    	These beings will help us know the universe better so that we can know ourselves better.


    	The extraterrestrials will have an enlightened religion or worldview.


    	We can use science to force the evolutionary forces to make us a more enlightened superior race.19


    	Outer space is where we will achieve our destiny.


    	There is hope of limitless progress.


    	A new and better humanity (post-humanity) will arise from the combination of technologically directed interventions (genome-assisted).


    	With technology human physical and mental life will be greatly extended or even become eternal.20

  


  Herrick points out that once science stripped the West of the supernatural, science fiction stepped in to fill the gap.21 These new scientific spiritualities offer various hopes of human enhancements via advanced genetic, nanotech and robotic technologies designed to produce a more socially evolved human race or to contact a more advanced species in outer space. These differ from most forms of pantheism in that they do not believe the universe is an illusion or that human desire needs to be quelled. They are seeking a higher consciousness via technology and science. Herrick uses popular cultural expressions, such as movies, to demonstrate the principles of the new scientific spiritualities. Advocates of scientific spiritualities ultimately believe we will “save” and “redeem” ourselves through technological advances.


  Ray Kurzweil, inventor, scholar and futurist, embodies the scientific side of these hopes in the principles he labels “singularity.”22 Singularity is the coming together of nanotechnology, genetic engineering, robotics and artificial intelligence to enhance human functioning and extend life. Science will usher in a post-human or trans-human world. Kurzweil posits six stages of evolution of the universe: (1) physics and chemistry, (2) biology and DNA, (3) brains, (4) technology, (5) the merger of technology and intelligence when singularity is accomplished and, finally, (6) the control of matter and energy in the universe by human intelligence and technology in order to harness matter and energy and transcend boundaries such as the speed of light.23 We are in the fourth stage moving into the fifth, according to Kurzweil.


  Of the self-proclaimed “four horsemen of the anti-apocalypse,” Sam Harris is slightly representative of the new scientific spiritualities, giving an ever so slight nod to pantheism. His early books were direct attacks primarily on Judeo-Christianity. In addition to continuing the theme of religion as dangerous, his later books also suggest that science will define the new moral landscape at last separated from religion because of our increasing knowledge of psychoneurology.24 Harris’s spirituality is more akin to peak experiences than true spiritual ones. His “spiritual” experiences are the result of neurological activity rather than a spiritual world transcendent to the physical material. “Spiritual feelings” produced by neural activity make up his pantheism. For Harris, human neurology holds secrets to our moral life and our happiness. Those moments of most happiness he calls spiritual, self-transcending and mystical. Spirituality for Harris is what brain scans and other neuroscience can reveal. Richard Dawkins calls it “sexed-up atheism.”25


  The Spiritual as Good


  Eckhart’s profound yet simple teachings have already helped countless people throughout the world find inner peace and greater fulfillment in their lives. At the core of the teachings lies the transformation of consciousness, a spiritual awakening that he sees as the next step in human evolution. An essential aspect of this awakening consists in transcending our ego-based state of consciousness. This is a prerequisite not only for personal happiness but also for the ending of violent conflict on our planet.



  Eckhart Teachings, www.eckharttolle.com/about/eckhart



  In an organic, holistic restaurant, one of the unofficial high priestesses of a city’s New Age movement was holding court with her admirers. She got up to leave just before a friend of mine also prepared to leave. As he walked out, she was just backing out her rather large car and turned too sharply, hitting my friend’s car. He walked up to his car and looked at her. She jumped out of her car, miffed he had seen her, and began raving. His very old, well-worn Celica was centered in the space, and though she was the only one driving, somehow it was not her fault. As she went on, he stood calmly, facing her in silence. When she stopped to take a breath, he said with no expression, “This is who you really are.” Infuriated, she shrieked even louder. At the next breath, he said again, “This is who you really are.” She then got in the car and sped away. As I heard this, I knew this was who I was also.


  When I was calling myself “spiritual and not religious,” I had little, if any, recognition of evil, particularly of the evil inside me. Good was spiritual, but evil, if it existed, was just poor human choice or nonprogressive ideologies and political stances. I talked in terms of positive and negative energy; it fit with my impersonal life force. I said I believed that all religions led to the same place, but it seemed to me that if there could be a universal religion it would be a sort of Westernized pantheism girding up and enhancing secular progressive politics. This would bring about a new global order and peace (the proverbial Age of Aquarius). I was most at home with the Wicca (white witchcraft) and feminist theology movements as they combined my spiritual yearnings with my radical feminist urge; I used their early works in my classes.26 As “spiritual” feminists we worshiped nature (Mother Nature). Primarily, I was worshiping myself. I was an atheist regarding a transcendent God, but I believed there was a spirit world. Like many people in the West today, I used the word spiritual as a synonym for good.


  My own experience suggests that this vague mindfulness or no-mindness is more easily believed and pursued in privileged environments. The woman who held court in the restaurant and I both lived comfortably among highly educated middle-class people. She was most likely single like myself. Thus, it is easy to hide our real selves from most people and even from ourselves. Even without Facebook, we could build our own public identities. We were in fact filled with ego, and if we had lost it, really given up desire, we still would have been useless to the larger world. But we thought we were good; after all, we were spiritual.


  The question I could not have answered was, spiritual power for what purpose? Many of us practicing these methods were looking for personal spiritual power. Bending spoons hardly contributed to helping another person, group or culture. The pantheist focus on individual spiritual enlightenment, self-discovery, self-transcendence and the utopian pursuit of goodness, peace and bliss (happiness) suited me well. I deluded myself that I was actually making progress and that my personal enlightenment was helping make a better world. As contemporary Western pantheist Eckhart Tolle proudly proclaims, “You are here to enable the divine purpose of the universe to unfold. That is how important you are.”27


  Just prior to my investigation of Christianity I got a glimpse of just how good and important I really was. In May 1992, I was granted full tenure, and six months later at age forty-one, I had a dream that revealed the true condition of my soul.


  In the dream I am in a long line of people dressed in gray robes and looking very depressed. We are suspended in a dark night sky (with no obvious floor) where everything is some shade of gray. We are single file, not looking at one another, and silent. Except for shuffling slowly forward, we are hardly moving—a bit zombie-like. I am curious to see the length of the line and my place in it, so I break out of line a bit by leaning to my left to see where the line begins, and I see that the line snakes around and disappears. Then I lean to my right and look behind me to see the end. The line appears endless in both directions. As we move forward, I notice that we are about to pass by something on our right. There is light coming from it, and the scene is in color though those of us in the line are not; we remain in the gray. As I approach, I see the Last Supper, similar to Leonardo da Vinci’s depiction. However, it is live, and the disciples are eating together, moving around and talking with one another. I notice that Jesus is not at the table with them; he is standing up ahead (also in color), and each of us is passing by him. When I get up to him and look in his eyes, he is looking at me as though he can see through me. I suddenly have a strong awareness of every cell in my body; I realize that my body, while a unified whole, is actually composed of individual cells, and I am aware of both their singularity and wholeness. Immediately I have a second revelation that every cell in my body is filled with filth. At that, I can no longer look at Jesus, and I fall at his feet and begin to weep. In the dream, Jesus bends over and places his hands gently on my shoulders, and I begin to be flooded with a “peace that surpasses understanding.”


  I woke to find I was actually crying. This dream was unlike any other in that I remembered every detail—sights, emotions, thoughts and colors (a first for me). The dream affected my entire being. It had revealed the true condition of my soul in such a way that I was both horrified and yet strangely hopeful. God, who knew every cell in my body, every thought in my mind, every deed I had ever done, and knew how disgusting it all was, still had great compassion for me. He had touched me with his own peace, a taste of what was possible. This was a spiritual encounter with the living Christ, totally undeserved and uninvited. I had at last encountered a completely knowledgeable, holy and loving God who would reveal, demand and help me become the person I truly desired to be. Even though I could not have named it at the time, my spirit knew it. Gradually I began to emerge out of my confusion to discern the true God from all the spirits I thought I was enjoying.


  The most significant distinction between Judeo-Christian and New Age pantheists’ understanding of the spiritual world is that spirits and the spiritual are not synonymous with goodness or even neutrality; spiritual expressions and transactions can be evil. The demonic is spiritual. In its most extreme form, evil manifests itself in satanic cults and demonic possession. Some evil disguises itself as good. In the Judeo-Christian worldview, evil is a spiritual force waging a constant war against God by using those God made in his image. The war is not between people, although people are used.


  For four years after I became a Christian I occasionally struggled to break free of the many spirits to which I had given myself. Indeed, this included a number of demonic encounters, which manifested as visitations by sheer evil in the middle of the night, intended to frighten or kill me. They were stopped in all cases by calling out for Jesus. Krister Sairsingh, a convert from Hinduism to Christianity whose degrees are from Yale and Harvard, now teaches philosophy and history. In his conversion testimony he tells also of demonic attacks, of being strangled and of subsequent tormenting fears. While I was not formally practicing strict Hinduism, my own experience resonates with the description he gives of the transition from pantheism to Christianity.


  For a while I tried to incorporate Jesus into the pantheon of deities arrayed on the altar of the puja room. Each morning, after I offered incense and changed mantras before the altar, I would then turn to recite the mantras to the picture of Jesus beside that of Gandhi. . . . But I had the uneasy feeling that Jesus did not belong to their company, that he was without equal, and that he would not wish to be honored in a way that made him one among many, just another avatar among others. . . . He was unique, utterly different. I did not know how to worship and honor him. And yet in the depths of my heart, I desired to adore him.28
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  Spiritual Transactions in People, Nature and Nations




  Our human minds, with all their variety, need different approaches to peace and happiness. It is just like varieties of food. Certain people find Christianity more appealing; others prefer Buddhism because it does not advocate a creator—everything depends upon your own actions.



  Dalai Lama, How to See Yourself as You Really Are



  In January of 2002, Buddhist monks from the Drepung Loseling Monastery offered and were subsequently invited by the Smithsonian’s Freer Gallery to develop an intricate mandala or sand painting to draw forth various spirits of healing and protection for the United States after 9/11. There is hardly a major city, art museum, or even small college or university in North America and Europe where similar ceremonial spiritual acts have not taken place. The purpose is to invite various Buddhist spirits of peace, healing and protection into a geographic area.1


  The events begin with chanted prayers and sacred horns, drums and other instruments to consecrate the area, to purify it of other spirits and to invoke the divine energies of the deities that will reside in the mandala’s “palace.” Mantras, chants and prayers garner the deities’ blessings and continue throughout the multiday productions of the elaborate, colorful mandalas. The 9/11 mandala in the Smithsonian was seven feet in diameter and took twenty monks working in shifts for two weeks to create. I observed a similar process at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in the fall of 2003.


  There are levels of spiritual meanings in the mandalas, described in a report from the Aspen Chapel, where one of the mandalas was developed in the fall of 2011:


  In general all mandalas have outer, inner and secret meanings. On the outer level they represent the world in its divine form; on the inner level they represent a map by which the ordinary human mind is transformed into enlightened mind; and on the secret level they depict the primordially perfect balance of the subtle energies of the body and the clear light dimension of the mind. The creation of a sand painting is said to effect purification and healing on these three levels.2



  A final ceremony with incantations, chants, sacred horns and drums is held before the sand in the mandala is swept together, destroying the images (indicating the impermanence of existence), and then dispersed into a body of moving water (ocean, rivers, streams) whereby the spiritual energy and power of the deities that have been called forth are released into a particular geographic area.3 Small vials of sand are often available to the audience to place where they will draw forth the same spirit.


  While most North Americans and Europeans experience the mandala creations as prestigious intercultural or interfaith events, as elite art productions, or as quaint but harmless spiritual productions, the monks know they are releasing particular spiritual powers that have consequences for transforming minds and geographic territories; they are infusing particular geographic territories with the spiritual power of particular deities. Their website describes the spiritual reality:


  The Tibetan mandala is a tool for gaining wisdom and compassion and generally is depicted as a tightly balanced, geometric composition wherein deities reside. The principal deity is housed in the center. The mandala serves as a tool for guiding individuals along the path to enlightenment. Monks meditate upon the mandala, imagining it as a three-dimensional palace. The deities who reside in the palace embody philosophical views and serve as role models. The mandala’s purpose is to help transform ordinary minds into enlightened ones.4



  There are spirits of peace that can deliver us into a kind of ennui and others that produce individual concentration, and there is a spirit of peace that makes us get up and fight against the oppression that inhibits peace. The peace in Judeo-Christianity produces both gentleness and peace in the natural realm as well as guidelines for just wars, such as the war against the Nazis in the last century.5 The spirit of Christ’s peace and the deities in the mandala are not the same; they are manifestations of different spirits. This is but one example of why Christians and Buddhists know that all religions do not emerge from or end up in the same place and why, as the Dalai Lama puts it, “a choice between two paths will become necessary.”6


  Spiritual Transactions in Judeo-Christianity


  Both pantheists and monotheists pray, and both believe that individuals, spiritual atmospheres and geographic areas can change as a result of rituals, meditative practices, and prayer or other spiritual disciplines directed to God (Judeo-Christian) or various deities/spirits (pantheism). Though these spiritual transactions are largely invisible, those gifted and trained in spiritual discernment can recognize their effects. Among the early monks there were three groups—the practical monks, the scholastics and the mystics. The mystics best understood spiritual reality, but it was the scholastics who established the early universities. Mystical writings from the early church fathers still exist and are still studied, revealing more about spiritual phenomena.


  The absence of this spiritual knowledge in many Western Christian churches and the concomitant longing to understand the more spiritual or mystical reality clearly defined in the Gospels and the Hebrew Scriptures have led many young people in the West to explore pantheist spiritual frameworks. This longing to recover a deeper understanding of spiritual reality and laws has also led to an increase in charismatic or Pentecostal Christianity7 and a proliferation of alternative seminaries, Bible colleges and literature.8 Charismatic and Pentacostal evangelicals now number twice the total of non-charismatic evangelicals worldwide, 26.7 percent to 13.1 percent, and 160 million Catholics are charismatic.9


  Missiologist Charles Kraft notes that spiritual laws can be grouped under six major headings:


  
    	There are dispensers of spiritual power.


    	There is a close relationship between spiritual and human realms.


    	There is a major difference between God and other less powerful spirits.


    	Authority and spiritual power flow from allegiances, relationships and obedience.


    	Cultural forms can be spiritually empowered.


    	Territories and organizations are subject to spiritual power.10

  


  Often churches in the technologically developing world have a clearer understanding of these spiritual phenomena (good or evil), and it is widely known that these are the same places where miracles most frequently occur.


  Throughout biblical accounts, spiritual transactions take place not only between God and man but also between God and nature and God and nations. The Hebrew Testament is replete with examples of God allowing catastrophes to overtake the Israelites because of their rebellion. More than anything else these Scriptures suggest that God simply withdraws his hand of protection from rebellious individuals and nations while continuing to draw, woo, call, wait and long for their return. Deuteronomy 28 captures the consequences of faithfulness and unfaithfulness to God’s laws. Though it is unlikely this would be the pantheists’ explanation, the Buddhist monks who develop the mandalas in the West know something has gone wrong spiritually.


  An example of spiritual transactions across nations is recorded in 2 Kings 3, when Israel is engaged in a war with the Moabites. The Israelites are advancing; the prophet has foretold their victory. The desperate king of Moab puts seventy of his best swordsmen on the front lines; still they cannot break through. Finally, he takes his firstborn son and sacrifices him on the wall as a burnt offering to Moab’s pagan deities in exchange for victory. While they are not wholly victorious against Israel, a great wrath comes against the army of Israel that forces them to retreat. This was a spiritual transaction, one that has corollaries even today.


  Spiritual transactions in nature abound also in the New Testament. On the day of Christ’s crucifixion, the earth quaked, the sky grew dark and the dead were raised and seen walking in the city (Matthew 27:45-56). Paul said that all creation groans and waits to be set free, and that even our spirits groan when we do not know how to pray so that the Holy Spirit prays through us (Romans 8:18-30). Jesus instructed his followers to preach the gospel to all creation (Matthew 28:18-20). As he went about the regions of Israel and Samaria, Jesus regularly cast out demonic spirits from people, both young and old, and even calmed storms (for example, Matthew 4:23-25; 8:23-27, 28-34).


  Historian Steven Keillor has proposed that more investigations of the category of divine judgment are warranted in the academy. His own work has investigated divine judgment and US history.11 While the US media jump to find the most extreme people to defend judgment theories of disasters, there is biblical precedence regarding divine judgment. William Koenig has compiled a list of what would appear to secularists as coincidences between events in Israel and the United States.12


  Consensus in many orthodox Christian churches, even in North America and Europe, is that the West is under judgment for such things as poor stewardship of resources while those in desperate need suffer, rampant abortions, divorce, child abandonment, pornography, sexual sins, actions against Israel, uncontrolled greed (love of money), governments forcing people to act in ways that deny their consciences, and increased limitations of freedom of religion. God may well have lifted his hand of protection from the West and left us to live with our own consequences without his heavy grace.


  Christ taught that many who have eyes actually do not see even the obvious, not because people become physically blind but because they are spiritually blind. Thus even common discernment evades us. For example, given secular knowledge alone, one might wonder how it is that Israel, a nation of only 8,019 square miles (about the size of New Jersey) would be pressured to give up more land to so many much larger nations who are so hostile. We forget sometimes the Israelites were an extremely oppressed small tribe that God chose to love and to use to communicate his existence, his laws, his Son, and through which he demonstrates his power. The extraordinary success of the Jews and the intense hostility toward this small people group makes little sense in the natural, only in the spiritual.13


  The absence of spiritual knowledge in secular Western culture is tragic, and the forced silence and humiliation of those who know something of the spiritual world (pantheist or monotheist) is detrimental to all knowledge, scholarship and life. Accomplished journalist Nathan Schneider interviewed eminent sociologist of religion Robert Bellah, who said,


  The academic world is one of the few places where prejudice is supposed to be totally banned, and we’re politically correct on everything, but it’s still a place where you can attack religion out of utter, complete, bottomless ignorance and not be considered to have done anything wrong. It’s astounding to me to hear what some people can say with the assumption that everyone would agree with them, based on nothing whatsoever.14



  If the spiritual exists, as approximately 95 percent of the world’s inhabitants believe, then it matters a great deal to our being able to understand all things. It matters that we not only understand various spiritual worldviews but investigate the truth of spiritual reality, because it holds implications for science and all of human life. The spiritual world and its laws operate with or without our knowledge just as surely as do the laws of physics.
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  Contesting the Holy Spirit




  Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you. . . . When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.



  Jesus to his disciples, John 16:7, 13



  Pantheism and panentheism would deny that the Holy Spirit is above all other spirits in the earth and the universe. In Judeo-Christianity there is a hierarchy of authority in the spiritual world, with the Holy Spirit being all perfect and the most powerful force on earth. In Judeo-Christianity we are all under some spiritual authority. To not choose God does not leave us without spiritual authorities; it leaves us with other ones whether we are conscious of them or not.


  The Holy Spirit hovered over the waters and moved in the physical realm at the word of God in creation. He acted in the incarnation of Jesus, the Word of God, when he became flesh, incarnated as fully man and fully God, and continues to move in perfect harmony within the Godhead with Christ and God. He is the Spirit of truth that searches our hearts and convicts us in such a way that we can receive the truth about ourselves. He instructs and counsels with a wisdom that includes and is greater than solely human reasoning.


  In Christianity the Holy Spirit was in the beginning an animating force in creation as God spoke his word, and remains both the personal and animating spirit of God’s truth and Christ’s power on the earth. No other spirit is as pure, true or powerful. The Holy Spirit is the source in man of love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, faithfulness, kindness and self-control. While everyone by virtue of being alive has some access, the Holy Spirit’s presence is more effectual and available to those who belong to Christ, whose spirits, through being born again, are more open to the Holy Spirit’s anointing and become more sensitive to his leading.


  Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) remains one of the most respected theologians and philosophers. Though he followed closely Aristotle’s method of logic laid out in Nicomachean Ethics, Aquinas criticized “pagan” philosophers for not being able to access the higher wisdom that only God could provide. In his short life this Dominican priest wrote five volumes of Summa Theologica, among many other works. Four months before he died, this highly rational theologian had an undefined experience with God and told his superior he could never write again because compared to God everything he had written was “as straw.” He died four months later having never written another word. Aquinas’s works are among the most highly valued in Christian theology. And yet one powerful encounter with the Holy Spirit made it all look insignificant. He had a glimpse of the brilliance, power and love of the living God.


  Part 5


  What If Judeo-Christianity Is True?




  


  [image: 20754.jpg]


  Figure 1. The tri-unity of reason: A wider rationality
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  A Wider Rationality




  [I]t is fatal to imagine that everybody knows quite well what Christianity is and needs only a little encouragement to practice it. The brutal fact is that in this Christian country not one person in a hundred has the faintest notion what the Church teaches about God or man or society or the person of Jesus Christ. . . . Theologically this country is at present in a state of utter chaos established in the name of religious toleration and rapidly degenerating into flight from reason and the death of hope.



  Dorothy Sayers, Creed or Chaos?



  



  Christianity is a statement which, if false,

  is of no importance, and, if true, of infinite importance.

  The only thing it cannot be is moderately important.


  C. S. Lewis, God in the Dock


  Lesslie Newbigin describes the reality that I have learned over the past twenty years: “The Christian claim is that though the Christian worldview can in no way be reached by any logical step from the axioms of [the other worldviews], nevertheless the Christian worldview does offer a wider rationality that embraces and does not contradict the rationality of [these other worldviews].”1


  Those who come to Christ have access to a wider capacity for human reason than they had before. For this to be effective we have to jump ship, so to speak, from our old worldviews to a new, higher and larger place. From here we can see how Christian thought is both inclusive and exclusive of our previous mindsets. The Judeo-Christian worldview is exponentially richer, greater and more effective. This does not mean that every Christian is smarter or better than every non-Christian, just that those who come to Christ will begin to experience an increase in human reasoning capacity.


  From the Christian worldview the principles of the other worldviews of secular humanism, naturalism, pantheism and even the other monotheisms can be easily understood. However, from these other worldviews the Christian worldview cannot be fully understood. C. S. Lewis’s picture of this is that “man is a tower in which the different floors can hardly be reached from one another but all can be reached from the top floor.”2


  Figure 1 is a rough sketch of the four global worldviews and their intersections, illustrating the reality that Newbigin and Lewis are describing. Outside the triangle lie some of the principles of secular humanism, naturalism and pantheism that are distortions of truth caused by the addition of false principles, such as secular humanism’s utopian vision of human reason or naturalism’s insistence that everything is material or pantheism’s amorphous, impersonal spirit. All these worldviews and their standing philosophies, theories and methods have some overlap with the principles of Christianity, depicted in their intersections with the triangle. According to Judeo-Christian principles, evil cannot create; it can only distort. It is not possible for any worldview to stand if it does not contain some truth (inside the triangle).3


  Jesus taught that though people could predict the weather from looking at the skies, they lacked spiritual discernment to judge the “signs of the times” (Matthew 16:2-3; Luke 12:56)—the limitation of reasoning solely based on sense experiences (naturalism). Yet those who can discern the “times” also can read the natural weather signs.


  Christianity is the one worldview that actually encompasses the true and reasonable principles of all three other worldviews and more. The Trinity holds all things together within truth’s boundaries; the Godhead is the ultimate force of spiritual gravity. For example, the truths of naturalism and pantheism are actually reconcilable inside the triangle; they are part of the same totality. In its independent form, scientific naturalism ultimately excludes the possibility of spiritual transactions, which makes spiritual knowledge both unnecessary and inaccessible. Pantheism, in its most extreme forms, proposes that the world is ultimately an illusion, which makes science both unnecessary and impossible. Christ’s teachings unify the spiritual, natural and human worlds. Here it is possible to study the interactions of spiritual and natural phenomena. We can study the natural effects of spiritual prayer or God’s forgiveness.


  Thus, Judeo-Christianity gives us science without naturalism, humanism without relativity, and the spiritual beyond the impersonal and individual. Christianity gives us the grace for spirituality with a larger purpose, sin with redemption and restoration, and the ability to discern good and evil. The Judeo-Christian framework builds spiritual discernment in a world that has both good and evil, and provides the means to fight the evil and expand the good, first in ourselves and then in our culture.


  From inside the triangle we are not blind men surveying the elephant, each discerning the universe from our limited worldviews. Inside the triangle the whole picture emerges of the coherent unity of all truth because “in [Christ] all things hold together” (see Colossians 1:15-20). Christian errors, like secular worldviews, also come from too much emphasis on one or the other worldview or concentration on one person of the Trinity to the exclusion of others. Like the secular humanists on the left, error leads some who seek to follow Christ to posit that there is no possibility of eternal consequences for turning away from God.4 Like the secular humanists on the right, error also leads some Christians to be overly legalistic. The closer we come to Christ, the more balanced we will become.


  In many of Paul’s letters he instructed Christians to renew their minds so that they would not be deluded by plausible arguments (see Romans 12:2; Colossians 2:4). The false principles of each of these worldviews are expressed variously in the dialogues of this Jewish intellectual. In Galatians 4:9, he calls these “weak and worthless elementary principles of the world,” possibly a reference to the principles of naturalism that reject all but elementary material phenomena. In another letter, Paul refers to “deceitful spirits and teachings of demons” (1 Timothy 4:1), most likely a reference to the spirits of some pantheist and pagan religions such as those that had seduced the Israelites from time to time. To the Colossians, Paul says, “see to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition” (Colossians 2:8), most likely the errors of secular humanism. He refers to a number of other principles that humans have concocted that err against Christ’s teachings: “myths and endless genealogies” and “speculations” (1 Timothy 1:4); “irreverent, silly myths” (1 Timothy 4:7); “craving for controversy” (1 Timothy 6:4); and “irreverent babble and contradictions of what is falsely called ‘knowledge’” (1 Timothy 6:20). Of knowledge alone Paul cautions that “‘knowledge’ puffs up” (1 Corinthians 8:1) and that some are “always learning and never able to arrive at a knowledge of the truth” (2 Timothy 3:7).


  In the second book of Peter (2 Peter 1:5-8), Peter exhorts Christ’s followers to grow: “Make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with knowledge, and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with steadfastness, and steadfastness with godliness, and godliness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love.” The proper order here is for knowledge to be preceded by faith and virtue. Peter concludes, “If these qualities are yours and are increasing, they keep you from being ineffective or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ [who is all knowledge].” Right knowledge, understanding and wisdom are of supreme importance in Judeo-Christianity. Perhaps the clearest biblical explanation of why there are limitations on human reason without God is outlined in the first chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans.


  For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things.



  Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. (Romans 1:18-25)



  I was in fact suppressing the truth because of my unrighteousness, and this passage is the clearest explanation for why I could hardly think myself out of a paper bag. People who come to Christ, particularly later in life, often consciously realize this increased access to a wider rationality and ability to discern. Lesslie Newbigin likens this experience to physicists after Einstein’s theory when they had to hold both Newton’s and Einstein’s laws together in unity because Newton’s laws are still true in mechanics and for large objects in slow motion. Newbigin writes,


  Seen from one side there is only a chasm; seen from the other there is a bridge. By analogy, one could suggest that the radical conversion . . . implies a discontinuity that cannot be acknowledged [by the secular world]. . . . Yet it does not imply a surrender to irrationality, since the new understanding of the converted person might make it possible . . . to find a place for the truth that was embodied in the former vision and yet at the same time offer a wider and more inclusive rationality than the older one could. Saul the Pharisee can only see Jesus of Nazareth as a saboteur of the law. Paul the Christian can see the law as the paidagogos [tutor] that brought him to Christ; and he can see Christ as the fulfillment of the law.5



  The Conundrum of Negotiating Global Culture on Secular Reason


  This reveals more clearly the dilemma in Jürgen Habermas’s and others’ proposals to include Christians at the cultural negotiations table while requiring them to present their claims using secular reasoning alone. Habermas assumes rightly that Christians know and use secular language. Even though it marginalizes believers by limiting their interactions, this is not its most disturbing consequence. Though I am certain Habermas’s proposals are sincere and well intended, his restrictions inhibit those inside the Judeo-Christian framework from contributing much-needed knowledge only available in Judeo-Christian thought to those whose minds are limited by secular ideologies. Habermas’s ideal speech situation, then, is reduced from the outset to the least common denominator of human reason—secular reasoning.


  I am certain from my own experience as well as scriptural principles that it would not have been possible even with the best of translators for me as a secular person to have truly understood the depth of the potentialities and truth that are internal to the Judeo-Christian worldview. As secular people, when we hear these insights we simply translate them into what we already know, which renders them foolish. However, being open to the reality of God makes it possible for people to hear new things and to know in new ways.


  With even a tiny opening, God does exponentially more than we can imagine, but without it he will not impose himself on our will. Scriptures suggest that the reason we reject him is because “the god of this world” (2 Corinthians 4:4) has blinded us. Paul, though a religious leader of the Jewish community, had been intellectually and spiritually blinded. After being briefly physically blinded as well, when the “scales fell from his eyes” (Acts 9:18), he became perhaps the greatest apostle, even though he had previously been responsible for the imprisonment and even murder of other apostles and disciples. Related to the dilemma in Habermas’s and other similar proposals for Christians to speak only secularly, Paul explains why he refused to bend to similar pressures in the first century.


  We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by the open statement of the truth we would commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God. And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. (2 Corinthians 4:2-4)



  The Wisdom of God Versus Man’s Reasoning


  He called himself a sword of slaughter, and told men to buy swords if they sold their coats for them. That he used even wilder words on the side of non-resistance greatly increases the violence. We cannot even explain it by calling such a being insane, for insanity is usually along one consistent channel. The maniac is generally monomaniac. Here we must remember the difficult definition of Christianity. . . . Christianity is a superhuman paradox whereby two opposite passions may blaze beside each other. The one explanation of the Gospel language that does explain it, is that it is the survey of one who from some supernatural height beholds some more startling synthesis.



  G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy



  Answer not a fool according to his folly,

  lest you be like him yourself.

  Answer a fool according to his folly,

  lest he be wise in his own eyes.


  Proverbs 26:4-5


  When I first began to explore Christianity I had in my mind that it would be simply about my personal life, mostly my emotions. It might help me be a better person. Little did I realize it was more rational, all encompassing and intellectually demanding than any secular philosophy, or scientific, social or psychological theory I had or could ever encounter.


  Contemporary social theories emphasize individual rights, but responsibilities loom larger in Christendom, thus pulling together the twin goals of individual and community flourishing. Free will is an individual choice granted by God, not a right granted or limited by government laws. The very concept of rights disconnected from responsibility is incomprehensible in biblical texts. Contemporary man’s reasoning today emphasizes justice, but biblically justice is inextricably linked to righteousness, so much so that it appears impossible for an unrighteous person or nation to actually be just and vice versa.


  I sometimes meet students who were raised in middle- or upper-class evangelical homes who look down on their Christian parents because, in their minds, their parents or churches stressed righteousness over justice. Two things can be said here. Out of their resistance, this generation has a tendency to soften the righteousness requirements and turn instead to justice (mission trips to aid the poor). While all this can be good, one error does not reverse the other. Both justice and righteousness must be fully sought simultaneously. While their parents may not have been going on mission trips, they were very likely tithing faithfully to ministries that supported real missionaries. Mother Teresa could not have done what she did had there not been people making money and sending it to her; that is one reason why she told me God does not call everyone to be poor or live like the poor, even though that was certainly her and the sisters’ calling.


  The Scriptures present equity as the concept that is most aligned with justice; our contemporary culture uses the word equality. Equality is a concept that many scholars have pointed out does not actually exist in nature.6 G. K. Chesterton once noted, “The Declaration of Independence dogmatically bases all rights on the fact that God created all men equal; and it is right; for if they were not created equal, they were certainly evolved unequal. There is no basis for democracy except in a dogma about the divine origin of man.”7 Like rights, equality appears rarely in biblical principles, except, as Chesterton notes, that God created us all in his image—across cultures, economic conditions, gender, nations and languages. The primary instance of equality in the New Testament is when Jesus “though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped” (see Philippians 2:5-7).


  The opposite of love in Judeo-Christian thought is not hate but fear. There is one fear and love that is absolutely perfect and that is the fear and love of God. All other fears lead to oppression, which is the opposite of love. There is a righteous anger, but most anger is personal or political and not necessarily righteous. When Jesus turned over the tables in the temple, it was because the money-changers had turned his Father’s house into a marketplace, not because he (or someone else) wasn’t getting a fair share of the goods (Matthew 21:12-13). These truths are not contradictory, though at first sight they may appear so. They are not irrational; they are suprarational.


  Judeo-Christian thought frequently keeps what appear to be opposites held together, not in a tension as in Hegelian dialectics, which create something new, or in the middle, as in Aristotle’s golden mean. Rather, both aspects of the paradox exist side by side in their fullest forms as true, such as the fact that we are fallen beings and are made in the image of God. All these are true, and the dialectic tension between them does not diminish, subsume or reconstitute them but leaves them both fully operable within the principles of Judeo-Christian thought. To get our minds around these opposite passions or supranatural paradoxes we need a relationship with the living God who grants spiritual discernment, which includes, transforms and goes beyond secular human reason, even transforming suffering into spiritual growth.


  God’s thoughts are higher than our thoughts, and his ways higher than our ways as heaven is higher than the earth (see Isaiah 55:8-9). The two greatest apostles were Peter and Paul. They were very different in temperament. Paul was a highly educated Jew who was also a religious and political leader. Peter was a rough, impulsive Jewish fisherman, more of a common man. But when it came time for God to send someone to the highly intellectual Jews, God chose Peter. And when it was time to send an apostle to the rather barbaric Gentiles, he chose Paul.


  In the last days of Christ, he revealed to his disciples that he would soon suffer at the hands of the authorities and be killed and on the third day be raised again. The impetuous disciple Peter rebuked him, saying, “Far be it from you, Lord! This shall never happen to you.” Jesus replied, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man” (Matthew 16:22-23). If we analyze Jesus’ remarks from purely secular-humanist reasoning, it seems rather harsh and uncalled for. If we analyze it literally, we may believe that Satan had appeared to him. If we analyze it politically, we wonder why Jesus did not simply leave the area.


  Instead, Jesus knew spiritually this was the purpose of his life, the reason he had come to earth. He told them, “For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father” (John 10:17-18).


  Why then did Jesus say to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan”? Jesus knew Satan was working through Peter’s soul; he was not calling Peter Satan, he was calling Satan’s reasoning out of Peter’s mind. Jesus knew his destiny; he saw what his Father was doing. Peter only saw the death of his friend and the death of the Messiah as evil; thus, at all costs it must be avoided. He could judge the outward circumstances with human reason but could not discern “the times.” He did not yet know that time would forever be changed on planet earth. The most earthshattering and restorative event was about to happen, and even the earth and the sun could hardly bear it. This momentary worldly grief was minuscule in comparison to the transformation made possible for all humanity.


  Universal Laws


  The act of creation always necessitates laws by which the creation will exist and function optimally. God’s creation is no different. Laws were not created to limit physical creation or humankind but to allow both to flourish. Christians believe that these universal laws are evident through a number of sources: in the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures, in the life of Christ and through the reasoned study of all that exists. They reveal the created order of the inseparable physical, natural and spiritual worlds. That is why there can be no domains of knowledge that exist separately, such as religion and science.8


  The physical laws by which the universe operates include laws such as those of gravity, mechanics, thermodynamics, chemistry and electromagnetism, as well as biological laws of genetics, cellular biology, biological chemistry and metabolism. In addition, God provides laws of agriculture, about crop rotation and times of rest for land and prohibitions against hybrids. There are laws by which a family or community best flourishes, including being our neighbors’ keeper. In Jesus’ parables he made it clear that Jews and Samaritans are neighbors when we are in him, but outside of him worldly cares and histories separate us (see Luke 10:25-37).


  The rule of law in government and politics is an attempt to create social order based on the idea that a flourishing society or nation will reflect the same orderliness as the natural world—the orderliness of the mind of God. One spiritual/political law is that the sins of the leader strongly influence the people. This is revealed in many instances in the histories of the righteous and unrighteous kings of Israel.


  The laws of human nature govern the optimal operation of our souls. These include a relationship with the living God, self-knowledge, forgiveness through Christ, forgiveness of others and justice. Additionally we have laws of health, laws of family and laws of basic character such as purity, honesty, righteousness, trust and diligence. Many Christians and non-Christians have argued that God’s laws are written on our hearts (“natural law” in philosophy, theology and political science), and though we might object, deny or subvert, we do generally know what is right and wrong, normal or abnormal all around the world.9


  There are also spiritual laws, including laws regarding the movement of spirit and how spiritual laws impact the earth, for example, how sins of people affect the fruitfulness of the land.10 A violation of laws in one area (spiritual) often results in consequences in another (physical). There are laws of the movement of spirits, such as selfishness or generosity, and laws that govern and restrict the movements of demonic spirits.


  When the Philistines stole the ark of the covenant, which contained Aaron’s budded rod, a piece of manna and the commandments, they took it to several of their cities. In the first city, they placed it next to the statue of their god Dagon. Dagon fell over on two consecutive nights, breaking this spirit’s physical statue in pieces, indicating the power of God over demonic spirits. The ark was moved several times with dire consequences for all the receiving cities (tumors broke out on the people). Once the ark was returned to Israel on the backs of two cows that had never been yoked, the Philistines were safe (1 Samuel 4:1-11; 5:1-12; 6:1-20).


  There is no question in my mind that I could not, as a nonbeliever, skeptic or opponent, have ever understood the Christian worldview in its fullness. I could only understand Christianity in a shallow, textbook way. Living in the secular world makes understanding and living the deeper truths of Christianity difficult without strong Christian relationships, personal disciplines and study.


  Sometimes the media misrepresentations of Christianity result from a simple lack of understanding (having been deluded themselves). But in other instances members of the cultural elite intentionally ignore and distort the principles of Christendom. For example, inordinate media time has been given to a false prophet who proclaims dates of the apocalypse, despite Jesus’ direct exhortation that the date will not be known, or to a pastor of a very small congregation who burned a Qur’an. Media professionals knew full well the outcome of such a report in the Middle East. They were perfectly willing to incite that violence in the Middle East and then zealously film it in order to make it appear that Christianity, rather than the secular media, was the cause of violence. When one understands all the worldviews and the consequences at stake, the real spirits behind these deceptions become clear.


  Unlike my constant search for the next “most progressive” framework that invariably ended in boredom, my exploration of Judeo-Christian thought found the riches to be fathomless. Its principles are in some cases more radical than those on the left (“love your enemies, do good to those who hate you,” Luke 6:27) and sometimes more conservative than those on the right (“everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart,” Matthew 5:28). Yet these principles always produce more abundant life and human flourishing.


  If Christianity is true, then it is not simply one of many personal options that are equally valid or invalid. If it is true, its precepts will be operative whether or not we believe or agree with them. Spiritual principles, like the principles of physics, are impersonal, though their designer is imminently personal. These laws do not yield to human agreement, and certain consequences follow their rejection. Yet the author of creation is immanently personal, and humans are offered a grace pass. On the front of the pass is printed the name of our benefactor—Jesus, the Christ.
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  The Triune God




  I believe in Christianity as I

  believe that the sun has risen:

  not only because I see it, but

  because by it I see everything else.


  C. S. Lewis,

  “Is Theology Poetry?”


  



  True wisdom consists in two things:

  knowledge of God and knowledge of self.


  John Calvin,

  Institutes of the Christian Religion


  Saint Augustine observed, “There are some things which we do not believe unless we understand them, and there are other things which we do not understand unless we believe them.”1 This is true of every worldview because each one begins with faith. Every scientific experiment begins with a hypothesis that is developed from other observations suspected to be true before it is fully confirmed, and that confirmation leads to other beliefs and understandings. The Scriptures are similar, waiting patiently for us to be willing to believe and then to prove them in our lives. I am certain that at first I did not fully believe, but I suddenly had the grace to hold my disbelief and ill-informed opposition to Christianity at bay long enough to swim out in the ocean for a little while until the waves of God’s brilliance could wash over me. I gradually became starved for more.


  The central earmark of my intellectual life had been boredom. I would find a new theory, love it, work on it, realize it was just a shell of what I was really looking for and discard it for the next one. I had gotten to postmodernism, which seemed too much bother for something that proclaimed it was empty from the outset. There is nothing I can say that will make the entry into this discussion of Christian faith easier for someone who is like I was. It takes only a willingness to consider the possibility that there is another dimension of reality that makes this one more comprehensible and inspiring. On the other side all things do come together because all things coexist and cannot be separate and all the things you or I know make more sense from the standpoint of God’s Spirit and revelation through Christ.


  By the time I got to the point of putting Christianity on a real trial (as opposed to condemning it first and filling in the evidence in retrospect), I had hardened my heart so much that it is truly a miracle I ever broke through. For a God who wants to be known and who loves everyone does not make himself accessible exclusively to the intellectual or the simple-minded; he has a way for everyone to know him. Indeed, perhaps it is easier for those whose minds have been shaped more by actual experiences with reality than for those of us who are protected by material privilege and education; we can simply sit and read about life and imagine we understand and live this way already. Scriptural principles reveal knowledge is situated in our minds but understanding in our hearts (see, for example, Psalms 49:3; 119:34; Proverbs 2:1-5; 14:33; 15:14). We have to use our entire being to understand.


  So here is my far too feeble effort to present a nugget of the unbearable simplicity and brilliant complexity of Judeo-Christianity—the true reality and hope for all times and all peoples.


  The Triune God from the Beginning


  In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.



  And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. . . .



  Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”



         So God created man in his own image,

  in the image of God he created him;

  male and female he created them.


  Genesis 1:1-3, 26-27



  Each member of the one Godhead (God, the Spirit of God and his spoken Word) is working in perfect harmony with unimaginable intelligence and power, spreading out the heavens, creating light, stars, the sun, the earth, the waters, land, fish, birds and other animals and ultimately creating and communing with human beings. Even in these first few verses of the Bible many things are described that we also know scientifically. For example, the universe had a beginning, and it continues to unfold or expand. And there exist both material elements and living things, including things that are visible and invisible (such as atoms or spirit). Just as one studies the reality of atoms or forces such as gravity not by seeing them but by studying their effects, so people know and study spiritual reality.


  The human body, made in the image of God, also mirrors God’s tri-unity. Each of us has a physical body with a human soul (mind, will and emotions) and a spirit. In Christianity, each person has a spirit that is distinct from and one with her or his soul. Paul writes a prayer in his first letter to the Thessalonians: “Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thessalonians 5:23).2 Our carnal man is often driven by desires of the body; the natural man is more soulish, operating primarily from our thoughts, emotions and will. Our spirit man in communion with God is increasingly able to judge and discern all things (see 1 Corinthians 2; Romans 8). Ideally our spirit in communion with the Holy Spirit is the command center over our soul and body.


  Living the last twenty years of his life in Chinese Communist prisons, Watchman Nee best described the confusion that accompanies our lack of knowledge of the spiritual life of man and our relationship with God.3 Nee writes,


  As to the matter of soul, I honestly feel most Christians swing from one extreme to the other. We on the one hand usually consider the emotion as soulish; consequently those who are easily moved or excited we normally categorize as soulish. On the other hand we forget that being rational does not at all constitute one as being spiritual. This misjudgment of spiritualizing a rational life must be guarded against equally as much as against that of mistaking a predominantly emotional life for spirituality. . . . One can say [the human spirit] has three main functions. These are conscience, intuition and communion.



  Nee suggests we often mistake our souls—emotions, thoughts or will—for our spirits. Mistaking our emotions for our spirits is a common error in contemporary culture, where feelings often become the primary criteria of judgment. Highly educated people tend to mistake their human reason for their spirits. The human spirit is the portal through which the Holy Spirit communes with us in our heart, soul and body, stimulating our reason, conscience, intuition, revelation and spiritual discernment. Spirits other than the Holy Spirit can also influence and even occupy our spirits and souls.4


  The Faith of Christianity


  By the end of the first century, the books we know as the New Testament had been written and were widely circulated. Pieces of the text already had been circulating for years. In the fourth century the Council of Nicaea convened and wrote the Nicene Creed, which has been used ever since.


  I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible.



  And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds; God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God; begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made.



  Who, for us men and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary, and was made man; and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate; He suffered and was buried; and the third day He rose again, according to the Scriptures; and ascended into heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father; and He shall come again, with glory, to judge the quick and the dead; whose kingdom shall have no end.



  And I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of Life; who proceeds from the Father and the Son; who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified; who spoke by the prophets.



  And I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. I acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins; and I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.5



  This statement is the foundational faith of every orthodox Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox Christian believer and has been ever since A.D. 325.6 Members of many churches formally recite this or the shorter Apostles’ Creed every week and sometimes daily. This statement of faith spans all denominations—Catholics, Orthodox and Protestants. In this statement alone, many things are revealed—the relationship between God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit; the relationship between God and human beings; the earthly incarnation of God’s Word in the form of Jesus, who is fully human and fully God; the universality of the church across denominations, cultures, ages, languages and social classes; the link between justice, judgment and the provision of forgiveness; heaven and earth as made of things visible and invisible; a world that begins, ends and has a new beginning; a kingdom that has no end; and the resurrection of Jesus and eternal life. The apostle Paul well described the outsider’s perspective—Christ would be “foolishness to the Greeks” and “a stumbling block to Jews” (see 1 Corinthians 1:20-25).


  The Word of God


  The canonical books of the Bible were determined by early Christians working together through councils held with extensive prayer. Isaiah described God’s inspired and perfect word as written “precept upon precept” and “line upon line” (see Isaiah 28). The believer who reads the Bible faithfully will find that passage after passage is opened up as one pursues understanding. At one reading a passage may enlighten, encourage or even convict in one way; at subsequent times increasingly deeper meanings emerge. All these levels are true and noncontradictory; they are precept upon precept. Maturity and understanding are increased as the Scriptures are continually read, studied and acted upon.


  This differs from the postmodern notion that human beings construct the meanings of a text and that these meanings will differ according to a person’s culture, language, experience and gender because the text has no inherent meaning. On the contrary, the “word of God is . . . sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12). It is unlike any other text.


  The power of Scripture lies also in the fact that the Scriptures are designed to read us as we read them. This is one of the primary paths to self-knowledge. Through the text, God’s personal revelation works in us given whatever situation we find ourselves in at the time. The same Scripture speaks to different people at different times in their lives; yet all its revelations are true. Because of the layers and layers of true meanings, our understandings of those levels are always emerging over time. Biblical revelations build on one another.


  The biblical writers fully developed every form of literature we know from historic narrative to biography, expository writings, letters, poetry, working manuals of laws and regulations, detailed architectural descriptions, story narratives, prophetic writings, proverbs, songs, and even censuses and genealogies. Its wisdom cuts across all aspects of life—agriculture, psychology, philosophy, sociology, politics, war, history, art, music, health and law. Unlike many pantheist philosophic and religious texts, there are no mythical beings or fictional characters in the biblical text. Of the approximately forty writers of the sixty-six books of the Bible “breathed out by God” (2 Timothy 3:16), all but one is Jewish, Luke being the only known exception. The Hebrew texts were orally transmitted for centuries and then written. The events in the Hebrew and Greek Testaments date from approximately 1500 B.C. through A.D. 100, on either side of the Axial Age.


  Christianity’s Distinction Among Judaism and Islam


  There are similarities in all three monotheisms. Each believes that the uncreated God—a single person in Judaism (Yahweh, G-D) and Islam (Allah)—created the universe, including all that exists on earth. Judaism, Islam and Christianity all recognize Abraham as a central patriarch to whom God revealed himself and who was called to father a special group of people who would know God. Jews and Christians trace their lineage from Abraham’s son Isaac, whose mother was Abraham’s wife, Sarah. Muslims trace their heritage (including the prophet Muhammad) from Abraham’s son Ishmael, whose mother was Hagar, the servant of Abraham’s wife, Sarah.


  Each of the three also recognizes Moses in their Holy Scriptures as one to whom God spoke. In Judaism and Christianity God reveals himself to Moses as “I AM”—the ultimate being, essence and source of all things who twice gave Moses the tablets containing the Ten Commandments. Islam recognizes that God gave Moses (Musa) tablets but does not specifically refer to the Ten Commandments.


  The eternal nature of human existence is a precept of most religious frameworks, including pantheist ones. In Judaism and Islam, one earns a better eternal life by obeying the law and doing good works. To some Reformed Jews, eternal life is defined by the degree to which one’s works on earth effectively remain after death, including through children, and not as continuation of an actual eternal life. In both Judaism and Islam, one’s access to a better eternal life is dependent upon the works done in one’s life on earth. Similarly, Hindus and Buddhists believe rewards, such as reincarnation levels, are dependent on the rightness of one’s acts in this life.


  In Christianity, salvation by our own righteous works is declared from the outset an impossible task; we simply cannot be that good. Thus, the only way to eternal life is solely through the grace of God because Jesus fully opened the way to God by taking on our transgressions of the law for those who believe.


  Islam proposes that the Bible used by Jews and Christians was corrupted and that the prophet Muhammad set it right six hundred years after Christ. The prophet Muhammad was to have held the newer revelation after Jesus, who Muslims believe was also a prophet named Isa (Jesus). Other prophets since Muhammad, such as Bahaullah, the founder of the Baha’i faith, also have claimed to represent even newer revelations and to correct corruptions in Islam and other faiths. The Baha’i, who are largely pacifists, believe in one God whose character is rendered more clearly across time as human beings evolve. Thus, they believe consecutive prophets will be revealed over time; our revelation of God is said to evolve as humankind evolves. This is similar to a Christian error called process theology, which posits that God changes as he learns from human experience.7


  Although there are many prophets in the Bible, Jesus is more than a prophet. Rather, Jesus is the Messiah (the anointed one)—“the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end” (Revelation 22:13). He is God’s “only Son” (John 3:16), who had been prophesied for over a thousand years. Jesus is the human manifestation of the Word of God (incarnation of God on earth) and both fully God and fully man—the way, the truth and the life.


  Jesus—Jews and Gentiles


  All the first Christian disciples and apostles were Jews, but soon after Christ’s death, resurrection and ascension, many others began to follow Christ, beginning with an Ethiopian eunuch. To magnify the relationship between God and humankind that Jesus had made possible, Christ commanded all his followers to go to all the world and preach the good news (gospel) to all creation. The partial rejection of Christ by the Jews opened the way for Christianity to become universal so that all the world can know him as the Messiah. Paul writes in his letter to the Romans,


  So I ask, did they stumble in order that they might fall? By no means! Rather through their trespass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to make Israel jealous. Now if their trespass means riches for the world, and if their failure means riches for the Gentiles, how much more will their full inclusion mean! . . . For if their rejection means the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance mean but life from the dead? . . . And even they, if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for God has the power to graft them in again. (Romans 11:11-12, 15, 23)



  The first time the followers of Jesus are called Christians, a multiethnic and multinational group of people is gathered at Antioch. In Acts we read: “For a whole year they met with the church and taught a great many people. And in Antioch the disciples were first called Christians” (Acts 11:26). “Now there were in the church at Antioch prophets and teachers, Barnabas, Simeon who was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen a lifelong friend of Herod the tetrarch, and Saul” (Acts 13:1). Thus began the universal diversity of the body of Christ—a diversity intentionally and purposefully designed by God.


  As was predicted, today there is an increase in Jews who are becoming followers of Jesus; these Christians sometimes refer to themselves as Messianic Jews or as fulfilled or completed Jews. It was estimated in 2008 that there were 120 such congregations in Israel with as many as 15,000 members.8 There are a number of federations of messianic congregations—Association of Messianic Congregations, International Alliance of Messianic Congregations, Union of Messianic Jewish Congregations and Jews for Jesus.9 Today many Jews who are Christian also attend nonmessianic congregations.10


  Mortimer Adler, Bob Dylan, Henri Bergson, Edith Stein, Simone Weil and Jay Sekulow are notable messianic converts. Aerospace engineer Andrew Baron wrote after he read the gospel that “God constructed us with souls that can be fed only by His own hand. Believing God cares is not intellectual suicide; believing that He doesn’t care is spiritual starvation.”11


  There are also ever-increasing reports out of the Middle East that many Muslims are experiencing dreams in which Christ reveals himself to them.12 In the last few years there has also been an increase of Christianity in places where it has been less prominent and even signs of renewal in Europe and the Americas.13 Christ shattered the tradition of spiritual affiliation associated with cultures, people groups, nations, ethnicities, class, race, intelligence and education. Even in Jesus’ human genealogy there are multiple ethnicities, and unlike most other biblical genealogies, his includes five women.


  Paul summarizes the remarkable global consequences of Christ having opened the kingdom of God to all who desire to enter—“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28; see also Colossians 3:11). God’s desire through Jesus was to create a new people by adopting them into the family of his people Israel. He did not replace his chosen people; he added to them.


  Peter also describes the reality: “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people” (1 Peter 2:9-10). From the prophet Hosea, Paul quotes:


  
                Those who were not my people I will call “my people,”


                   and her who was not beloved I will call “beloved.”


                And in the very place where it was said to them, “You are not my people,”


                   there they will be called “sons of the living God.” (Romans 9:25-26, quoting from Hosea 2:23; see also 1 Peter 2:10)

  


  Jesus said, “I tell you, many will come from east and west and recline at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 8:11). “I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd” (John 10:14-16).


  In the book of Revelation we see John’s prophetic vision of the new earth and heaven:


  After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” (Revelation 7:9-10)



  As a result, Christianity is the only religion into which no one can be born. It knows no culture and no economic, ethnic, national or linguistic boundaries. Once 80 percent of Christians lived in Europe; today only about 25 percent do.14 We are not Christian because our parents or our ancestors were. Every person has to choose through her or his own free will. This is why Christ tells us we must be born again. We are reborn when we voluntarily enter into a relationship with Christ. This is God’s formula for global unity.


  Geography and Monotheisms


  Geographic territory holds strong significance in Islam and Judaism. All three monotheisms were birthed in and around Jerusalem. However, Christians have no Jerusalem or Mecca. Jesus proclaimed to the Samaritan woman that with his coming the time had come to worship not on one mountain or another but in spirit and in truth. This same Samaritan woman (a sinner who had had five husbands and was living with another man when she met Jesus) became the world’s first evangelist to bring an entire city (of Samaritans, not Jews) to Christ, once again revealing that Jesus came to lead and save all people regardless of their cultural heritage or previous lives (see John 4). He even broke religious rules separating men and women, as in his interaction with the Samaritan woman, as well as in his teaching of women, men and children.


  Most Christians, like most Jews and Muslims, do not believe they are called to be pacifists.15 Jesus did not tell the soldiers to leave the army; he told them to be happy with their pay. He told Pilate that his Father had given Pilate the authority to take his (Jesus’) earthly life.16 Judeo-Christian principles have been significant in the development of the principles of just wars, which form the foundation of most international law. These precepts offer guidelines for deciding (with prayer) whether one should enter a war, for how to behave in combat and for negotiations at the war’s end.17


  Both the Crusades, intended to take back Jerusalem and protect Europe from the takeover of formerly Jewish and Christian lands by radical Islamists, and participation in World War II were decided using just war principles like those first set forth by Augustine in A.D. 300. Today there are forty-nine Muslim nations18 surrounding Israel’s approximately eight thousand square miles (similar to New Jersey), and they are almost exclusively hostile to the Jewish people. Christians are called to support the Jewish people, who are the true vine of God’s people into which all can be grafted or adopted.


  Also in Judaism and Christianity, but not in radical Islam, the government is to be informed by the principles of the faith but not be one with it. Jesus recognized the state’s authority—“render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s,” he teaches (Luke 20:25). The organizational separation of church and state in the United States was devised to protect both while preserving the support and counsel they gave to one another.


  Though not pacifists, Christians are called to be willing to die for others and to give their lives up if necessary to proclaim Christ. The ancient and present tradition of Christian martyrs is a testimony to these principles. A radical fundamentalist Christian may irritate you by explaining the gospel on an airplane, but he won’t be blowing up the plane because it is full of nonbelievers.


  However, the major difference between Christianity and both Judaism (from which Christianity is founded) and Islam is the difference between a spiritual framework based solely on law (Judaism and Islam) and a spiritual framework based on grace (Christianity). Paul writes, “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9).


  By Grace Versus by Law


  The Christian does not think God will love us

  because we are good, but that God will

  make us good because He loves us.


  C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity


  Grace does not free Christians from the calling to put off the old man and put on the new—to live a holy, just and righteous life. It rather suggests this can only be done in relationship with a personal God who wants to help and has already won our freedom from the law of death (or karma) to pay for our sins. That worry lifted, we press on to fulfill the call on our lives, our life purposes. The grace of God makes it possible to grow ever stronger in living according to the laws of human flourishing laid out in the commandments and Christ’s teachings. This grace inspires and supplements our human reason, will and emotions through the Holy Spirit’s guiding of our spirits.


  Grace is a spiritual transaction, which is necessary because inside each of us is a sinful nature that lures us away from those actions that we should desire and toward those we should not. Grace is the spiritual force of pure love that acts to encourage more wholeness (righteousness, justice, goodness, holiness). As we commune more fully with God, we are made ever more able to fulfill our destinies and to thrive. The grace of God through Jesus makes it more possible to fulfill the law. As Jesus said, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (Matthew 5:17).
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  Jesus, Redeemer of Man and the World




  Jesus promised his disciples three things—

  that they would be completely fearless,

  absurdly happy, and in constant trouble.


  G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy


  The Cosmic Christ—Fully God—Son of God


  At the most universal level, Jesus is the word of God through which God created the world. He was with God in the beginning, creating alongside God and the Holy Spirit. Everything that exists (visible and invisible) was made by him and for him, and in him all things hold together. He is the beginning and the end of all things (alpha and omega); he is eternal. The universe was both created by and continues to be upheld by the power of his Word, and the fullness of God in heaven and earth dwells in him. He and the Father and the Holy Spirit are one, and they are living and active in the universe and on the earth (see John 1:1-18; 3:16-21; Colossians 1:15-20).


  Jesus became flesh (incarnate) and came to earth as the earthly manifestation of God. He is over all spiritual powers (principalities, dominions, rulers and authorities). In Hebrews we are told,


  Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world. He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. (Hebrews 1:1-4)



  Son of Man—Fully Human


  Jesus is referred to as both Son of God and Son of Man. His earthly existence began when an angel announced to a very young virgin named Mary God’s plan to have her carry and give birth to his Son on earth. Mary and Joseph were engaged when an angel told her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God.” And Mary faithfully answered, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:35, 38).


  An angel then told Joseph not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife because the child was of the Lord. His birth in Bethlehem; his childhood in Egypt and Nazareth; his life, death, resurrection and ascension; and his role as the Messiah, the anointed one of God, had been prophesied ever since Moses. In the story of Adam and Eve he is prefigured as the son of Eve who will crush the head of Satan. Even Magi from the East, most likely pantheist priests who were astronomers and astrologists, saw the signs in the heavens that had been prophesied of the birth of this great king. They also obeyed a dream not to inform Herod. Joseph also obeyed four dreams: to marry Mary, take Jesus to Egypt, return to Israel, and finally withdraw to Nazareth in Galilee.


  As a child and man, Jesus faced every temptation known to man, including direct taunts by Satan. Because he faced every temptation but did not sin and then voluntarily offered himself up for our transgressions, he was the quintessential and final sacrifice for human sins for all times and all people (the final perfect blood sacrifice—no more unblemished lambs, bulls and goats). The author of Hebrews describes it best:


  Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. (Hebrews 4:14-16)



  Jesus Not Just a Great Human Teacher or Prophet


  Unlike other religious leaders and teachers, Jesus was not a human being who was troubled by some great question and spent his life trying to answer that question. Buddha, Confucius, Muhammad and others had questions about life and searched their whole lives for the wisdom to answer these questions. They ultimately taught their reasoned answers and then died. But Jesus had no questions; he knew all of our questions and came as the answer.


  Jesus did not receive or leave commandments of stone or lead people to a particular geographic place. He came as the personification of the commandments and as God for all peoples and lands. He came to show and teach everyone who wanted to know the way, and, in fact, the first descriptions of Christianity called it simply “the way.” Given Jesus’ challenges to the Pharisees and the absence of a name for his ministry, it is likely Jesus intended his teaching to simply be seen as the way—like himself—“the way, and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6).


  Jesus summarized the Ten Commandments into two when a lawyer questioned him:


  “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?” And he said to him, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets.” (Matthew 22:36-40; see Deuteronomy 6:5)



  Loving God with all our heart, soul, strength and mind first is the only thing that makes the second commandment truly possible. Secular humanism in all its forms is the worthy goal of achieving the second commandment without the concomitant and necessary first one.


  Jesus’ Works on Earth


  Jesus spent nights in prayer and explained that he did only what he saw his Father doing. He never killed anyone, never led a war, never married or had children, and never had a physical home during his ministry. He obeyed secular authorities but challenged religious leaders; for example, he healed on the sabbath, called God his Father, and taught women, Samaritans and sinners. He lived the Spirit of the Law without legalism and said he had not come to abolish the Law but to fulfill it. He fulfilled all the requirements of the Law by living a perfect life and voluntarily dying a thoroughly unjust death to take on all the sins of the world. Jesus’ sacrifice of his life replaced the legalistic requirements that no person, not even Moses, had ever been able to fully live, and at the same time he produced the spiritual power that made it eminently more possible to live them. His perfect life, death and resurrection were the all-sufficient provision for man’s redemption for all time. God’s love both replaces and fulfills the Law by grace to those who seek, know and follow him; no matter how clumsily we follow, there is always grace.


  Jesus spent most of his days teaching his disciples and large numbers of people who followed him. During his three years of public ministry, he healed the sick, blind, deaf and mute; turned water into wine; multiplied food; commanded storms to stop; walked on water; cast out demons; and even raised the dead. Miracles were a normal part of his day, though he did not refer to them as miracles, nor did his disciples.


  He never suggested that the spiritual world was something separate from the natural world; there is no principle in Christianity that supports separating natural from supernatural, nor are these words ever used in the Bible. G. K. Chesterton observed, “Believers in miracles accept them (rightly or wrongly) because they have evidence for them. The disbelievers in miracles deny them (rightly or wrongly) because they have a doctrine against them.”1 In fact, Jesus said that after his ascension to the Father and the advent of the Holy Spirit, his followers would do even more than he had done.


  Jesus’ life embodied the principles and wisdom of the Judeo-Christian worldview. He revealed, for example, that not all disease is caused by sin though some is, and some disease is caused by the demonic. He taught that faith is a central aspect of healing, but even someone else’s faith, or an admission that one lacks faith, can substitute for the faith of the repentant. He used different actions for different healings. Sometimes he touched people; sometimes people were healed miles away at his word. In one healing he was aware that power had come out of him when a woman touched him.


  None of the extraordinary acts of Jesus were for himself—he never bent spoons, twirled, went into a trance or waged war. He was not being mindful, using his mind to overcome matter, overcoming desire or emptying his mind. He had an all-consuming desire to fulfill his destiny and God’s will, which are one and the same. His spiritual acts were for a purpose—to heal, to deliver and set free, to teach, to feed the masses—and all of them brought glory to God, even though they irritated the religious leaders who were not doing the same things. He was revealing a reality beyond and inclusive of human reason.


  Jesus and Suffering


  One of the most comprehensive prophecies regarding the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of Jesus was written by the prophet Isaiah approximately seven hundred years before Christ’s birth. His prophecy is explicit regarding suffering being Jesus’ constant companion.


  
                He was despised and rejected by men;


                   a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;


                and as one from whom men hide their faces


                   he was despised, and we esteemed him not.

  


  
                Surely he has borne our griefs


                   and carried our sorrows;


                yet we esteemed him stricken,


                   smitten by God, and afflicted.


                But he was pierced for our transgressions;


                   he was crushed for our iniquities;


                upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,


                   and with his wounds we are healed.


                All we like sheep have gone astray;


                   we have turned—every one—to his own way;


                and the LORD has laid on him


                   the iniquity of us all.

  


  
                He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,


                   yet he opened not his mouth;


                like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,


                   and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent,


                   so he opened not his mouth. (Isaiah 53:3-7)

  


  It was for our salvation that Christ chose suffering. He did not come to put an end to suffering in this world but prepared the way for anyone to follow him and live in the kingdom of God even while living in this worldly kingdom as well as beyond in the next life. Jesus wept for Lazarus and his sisters, grieved over Jerusalem, wanted to gather them as a hen gathers her chicks, and wept over the death of John the Baptist, his cousin and friend, the one crying in the wilderness. He was in anguish in the garden of Gethsemane knowing of his impending torture and death on the cross and even sensed God’s brief absence as he withdrew his presence so that Jesus might take on the sins of the world, by becoming sin for us.


  For Christians, growth seems always to involve some suffering; and all people suffer, with Christ or without. Peter tells us we should not suffer as an evildoer but suffer rightly for doing good (1 Peter 4:15-19). C. S. Lewis aptly describes the process of suffering while growing in God:


  Imagine yourself as a living house. God comes in to rebuild that house. At first, perhaps, you can understand what He is doing. He is getting the drains right and stopping the leaks in the roof and so on; you knew that those jobs needed doing and so you are not surprised. But presently He starts knocking the house about in a way that hurts abominably and does not seem to make any sense. What on earth is He up to? The explanation is that He is building quite a different house from the one you thought of—throwing out a new wing here, putting on an extra floor there, running up towers, making courtyards. You thought you were being made into a decent little cottage: but He is building a palace. He intends to come and live in it Himself.2



  To be honest, I have never grown spiritually without suffering. I simply don’t have the will to do difficult things that are absolutely necessary even though it is my desire to mature and I know that suffering spurs growth. I must admit I am too much like Mother Teresa’s descriptions of Americans; I can be too content to pursue spiritual growth because I don’t sense its necessity while living in a good deal of comfort. She said Americans were spiritually the poorest of the poor because we were so rich we didn’t think we needed God.


  Jesus taught that there is an ultimate justice in the kingdom of God, where the suffering poor are rewarded and those who reject God and are rich in their own eyes are cast out. In Jesus’ teachings we see Lazarus, a poor man, who had begged all his life at the gate of the rich man. In their eternal dwellings the principle of ultimate justice is revealed. Lazarus is carried by angels while the rich man burns (Luke 16:19-31). Another man who had many storehouses decided to hoard his goods and sit back to rest. The night he announces his plans his life is taken away, and the goods are divided among others (Luke 12:15-21). Even the problem Christopher Hitchens had with Mother Teresa taking money from the corrupt is explained in Proverbs 13:11, 22, where we are told, “Wealth gained hastily will dwindle,” and “the sinner’s wealth is laid up for the righteous.”


  In Christianity, Scriptures about suffering indicate there is a way to make it redemptive. In Romans, Paul writes, “we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us” (Romans 5:3-5). We are made more perfect through overcoming the temptations of evil and experiencing righteous suffering, which is “experienced by your brotherhood throughout the world” (1 Peter 5:9). Pastor Graham Cooke teaches that every trial of the Christian has hidden within it a potential spiritual upgrade when we meet it with faith, hope and love in Christ.3


  C. S. Lewis wrote that “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our consciences, but shouts in our pain. It is his megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”4 Lewis advised, “I didn’t go to religion to make me happy. I always knew a bottle of Port would do that. If you want a religion to make you feel really comfortable, I certainly don’t recommend Christianity.”5


  Those who seem to have the most trouble desiring God or even considering the fact that there is a God who made the world a certain way—physically, humanly and spiritually—are often those with the most wealth, health, power and fame and those who have a good deal of natural self-discipline and control. The more we have of native talent, economic sufficiency, self-control and confidence, the less we seek him. Sadly, this is the frequent state of the cultural elite, though on the inside there is frequently a good deal of angst and uncertainty.


  The prodigal son was much the same. Living in his father’s abundance, he took his share of the inheritance and spent it in reckless living. Then he became destitute and decided to go home, repent and offer to become his father’s servant. But his father would not allow it. Instead he did what Jesus does for all who ask; he took him in, cleaned him up and threw a party for him (Luke 15:11-32).


  Jesus and the Problem of Evil


  I freely admit that real Christianity (as distinct from Christianity-and-water) goes much nearer to Dualism than people think. One of the things that surprised me when I first read the New Testament seriously was that it talked so much about a Dark Power in the universe—a mighty evil spirit who was held to be the Power behind death and disease, and sin. The difference is that Christianity thinks this Dark Power was created by God, and was good when he was created, and went wrong. Christianity agrees with Dualism that this universe is at war. But it does not think this is a war between independent powers. It thinks it is a civil war, a rebellion, and that we are living in a part of the universe occupied by the rebel.



  C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity



  



  Men do not differ much about what things

  they will call evils; they differ enormously on

  what evils they will call excusable.


  G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy


  Jesus’ primary assignment was to “destroy the works of the devil” (1 John 3:8) and to do this he had to experience and overcome all his encounters with it. He accomplished this by becoming a man, allowing himself to be tempted in all ways and to be murdered, whereupon he became the perfect sacrifice to cover our sins. He also takes on not only our sins but our illnesses. For example, it is recorded that strength went out of him when the ill woman touched him and was healed (Matthew 9:18-26; Luke 8:40-49). This is the plan executed by the Trinity to overcome evil. His resurrection reveals his divinity and the power of his perfect life, which is indestructible.


  His life, death and resurrection broke forever the barrier that existed between God and man because of sin. While we all die an obvious physical death, we all are eternal beings and we will always live, with God or without him. While we are still affected by evil, it has no permanent hold on us, and the divine grace of God through Jesus operating through the Holy Spirit provides ways to diminish its effect now and for eternity.


  Some of the basic Judeo-Christian precepts related to the existence and operations of evil that Jesus and the early Hebrews taught include these:


  
    	We are all living in a fallen world (nature and humanity are in a fallen state).


    	Evil began when Satan, originally an angel who was created by God for good, wanted to take God’s place (the very thing with which he tempted Eve—“you will be like God, knowing good and evil,” Genesis 3:5).


    	Satan is God’s enemy but not equal to God.6


    	Satan took one-third of the angels with him in his rebellion.7


    	Unable to affect God, Satan seeks to recruit and infect human beings, whom God loves, by using humankind for his rebellion.


    	Humans are made in God’s image and are special to God.


    	Though designed to be good, humans are given free will, which allows the possibility that human beings will choose to do evil.


    	The laws by which all creation was made prevail, both physical laws and human ones, and breaking them incurs consequences: “your sins have kept good from you” (Jeremiah 5:25).


    	Nature also groans and is affected by evil in part due to the sins of man.8


    	We are involved in a spiritual war between good and evil—a war not for or against people but against the spiritual powers that humans choose to serve.


    	We are always serving one or the other—good or evil; there is no neutral demilitarized zone.


    	There is far more good than evil in the world and far more chance that we will live today rather than die.


    	God works so that evil tends to destroy itself—falling into the pit it digs for others.


    	Evil is irrational.


    	There are authorities (in heaven and on earth), and the moral condition of those authorities influences those under their authority.


    	There is an ultimate divine justice in eternity.

  


  French Orthodox philosopher and theologian Jean-Claude Larchet tackles the problem of evil in illness. He begins by noting that in the beginning God pronounced all things good; God cannot be the author of illness. We know that Jesus on many occasions healed the sick: children plagued with the demonic; women plagued with disease; those who were blind, lame and deaf; some already dead; and some suffering because of sin. Larchet notes that our constant hope since the Enlightenment that science will solve our illnesses “bear[s] witness to the positive aspirations that are deeply rooted in human nature: that man might escape death, which he rightly considers as foreign to his true nature.”9


  Larchet acknowledges that most medical practices treat the human person as a “purely biological organism.” He argues, “The body does not only express the person; to a certain extent it is the person. The person does not merely have a body, it is a body, even though it infinitely transcends bodily limits. . . . By refusing to consider the spiritual dimension of human persons when we seek to alleviate their physical ailments, we do them immeasurable harm.” He sets forth a synthesis of “a Christian theology of illness and suffering, and with it . . . consider[s] various modes of healing” in the Christian context.10


  Jesus as the Way of Forgiveness and Redemption


  If men will not understand the meaning of judgment,

  they will never come to understand the meaning of grace.


  Dorothy Sayers, Creed or Chaos?


  God designed human beings like he designed the physical universe, upon a set of principles by which humans function and thrive. To miss the mark of human flourishing (sin) may not result in sudden death, just as falling a few feet will not likely kill me, but there are consequences nonetheless. As human beings we miss the mark a good deal.


  Prior to Christ, Jews made elaborate sacrifices of unblemished animals when repenting. After many centuries of people turning away from God and even from admitting their sins, God sent his Son to be the flawless “Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). Because he was faultless, he could make propitiation for all humanity’s sins for all time. He was the quintessential Passover lamb (male lamb without blemish). Just as God led Moses and the Israelites out of Egypt after the Passover (Exodus 12), so too Jesus leads us out of the wilderness, a process that continues throughout our lifetime. He is the ultimate and eternal scapegoat described in Leviticus, upon whose head the sins of the people were placed before it was sent away into the wilderness. Jesus’ death in the place of skulls, his resurrection and appearance for forty days, and his subsequent ascension into heaven opened the way for us not only to commune with God through the Holy Spirit but also to enter his presence sprinkled clean with the perfect blood of Christ. This was the final sprinkling of blood to replace the repetitive sacrifices, which are no longer used even by the Jews.


  This mystical event is honored, relived and renewed during Communion or Eucharist, where we partake his flesh in the bread and drink his blood in the wine; he is the priceless spiritual food and drink.11 We are humbled by recollecting our current sins; seeking forgiveness; and receiving, celebrating and confirming our liberation from sin. This spiritual transaction of confession prompts God’s forgiveness as well as his cleansing from the very source of the desire to sin. Every person who believes in Christ can experience this freedom. But it is our choice; God will not force a relationship on us.


  There is a beautiful depiction of Jesus as the light of the world in a painting titled The Light of the World by William Holman Hunt, a pre-Raphaelite artist, at Keble College, Oxford, and Saint Paul’s Cathedral, London.12 Christ is knocking at a door just before dawn with light emanating from his head and from a lantern he is carrying. He appears to have been there for some time; the door to this soul’s house is overgrown with ivy and thorns and is encircled by a bat. There is no handle on the door from the outside; the door has to be opened from within.


  I have a young friend—wife and mother of four beautiful children—who sometimes has visions during prayer. She had a vision similar to this painting one day. Someone was at her door knocking, but she could not make herself get up. The knocking continued for what seemed a long time. When it stopped, she finally got up (in the vision). And when she looked out of a window in the door, she saw Jesus sitting on the steps outside the door. He had been there a long time and was surrounded with a number of unopened gifts he had brought her. Many of us who have made a commitment to follow Christ and have drunk deeply from his redemptive hand have trouble receiving all the goodness of God because we always know who we still really are.


  Strange as it may seem, the more we know our failings the more he wants to give us. Christianity, unlike any other worldview, accepts the fact of human sinfulness while providing an everlasting solution whereby God and man work together to recover, reclaim and advance. The grace of forgiveness drives us not to more sin but to desire to be more like him and nearer to him.


  To follow Christ in a world as secular as the West takes a special diligence and commitment to stay in the Scriptures and find like-minded and deeply committed people in a community who can help one another stay focused and growing. We constantly have to overcome the more shallow lures of the world because we are always moving toward a greater or lesser relationship with God; there is no standing still. Fortunately, as we grow older, the spiritual aspect of our lives becomes stronger, as Paul wrote, “So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison” (2 Corinthians 4:16-17). For all of this to happen Jesus had to die, be resurrected and return to heaven alive.


  The Resurrected Jesus


  What do we find God “doing about”

  this business of sin and evil? . . .

  God did not abolish the fact of evil; He transformed it.

  He did not stop the Crucifixion; He rose from the dead.


  Dorothy Sayers,

  The Whimsical Christian: 18 Essays


  The resurrection of Jesus is the ultimate spiritual transaction that has taken place on the earth. It changed life forever for those who preceded it, lived through it, are living now and will live in the future. Much more than the printing press, atomic bomb, Internet or anything else we can imagine, the life, death and resurrection of Jesus irrevocably changed the world. It was the final earthly act that demonstrated the divinity of Christ. For forty days after Jesus’ resurrection, hundreds of people testified to having heard and seen him walking and talking among them. Christ still appears today, though not in physical form but in dreams, visions and revelations.


  People do not become irrational when they believe the resurrection and all that is meant by it; they indeed have a wider rationality. The resurrection is not simply about a person who died and then came to life; many such events have been reported, from the Old Testament to contemporary ministries in Africa.13 However, Jesus went on teaching for forty days, and many eyewitnesses saw and heard him. More important, people still perceive his presence and his working in and through them.


  The bodily resurrection of Jesus was not God showing off; it was the fulfillment of God’s plan to offer man a way to be transformed and redeemed from the inside out and saved for all eternity. It was possible because of Jesus’ perfection and divine incarnation; he could not stay dead. The benefits of this most profound spiritual and natural event of all time immediately became available to all who want it, no matter where in the world they live—even the dead before Christ and those yet to be born are offered this gift.


  The Prescription for Global Unity—Jesus as the Head of the Body


  Something in the human heart longs for unity around the world. After the flood, people began to construct the Tower of Babel in Babylon (Genesis 11:1-9).14 Throughout history, human beings have sought ways to unite globally and to solve their most fundamental differences. After World War II, the centers of power, particularly in the West, sought to build a global community through various means, including the founding of the United Nations in 1945. Its purposes include facilitating dialogue and cooperation among nations to promote peace, human rights, international law, and general social and economic progress. Today even airplanes are emblazoned with “one world” proclamations, and the words global and glocal are so common as to be almost indefinable clichés.


  The results of these secular efforts thus far have been less than stellar. For example, we have not had fewer wars since the development of the United Nations; we have had more. We continue to pursue the idea that very diverse human beings can reason together productively. Philosophers, artists, educators and politicians evidence the desire to unite humankind. It is a foundational principle of secular humanism and a goal of pantheist spiritual frameworks.


  In Judeo-Christianity this same hope exists alongside a principle for its realization—Christ as the head of all people. There is no need for a continual contest over which group on earth at any particular moment is the most dominant. If Christianity is true, Christ is the head of all humanity. The recognition of this binds very diverse peoples together—different nations, cultures, ages and abilities—in the one Spirit. For this to be possible, Christ had to belong to all the earth, not any single subgroup. Christ’s headship sets wide parameters of thought and action and potentialities. This is true globalism. We are like cells in the cosmic body of Christ, each performing our unique functions.


  In the first letter to the Corinthian church Paul best outlines the body of Christ in form, purpose and principles. No person can deny that he or she is part of the body or deny anyone else’s membership in the body. In the inimitable wisdom of Christ, the weaker is more indispensable, and if one suffers we all suffer. Martin Luther King Jr. summed up these Christian principles in this way, “For some strange reason I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be. And you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be. That is the way God’s universe is made.”15 (See 1 Corinthians 12.)


  This body of Christ is not perfect; there is no utopian premise here. Starting with our sinfulness and the knowledge of our fallen nature precludes the possibility that Christianity can deliver a utopia, and yet Christianity does offer a process whereby people and nations can move toward righteousness, justice and unity. There is a life to come that will be different, not a renewed Garden of Eden but a “new city” filled with every tribe and tongue, not made by man but by God. Until it appears (and we can do nothing to speed it along or know its date), we have all been put here to work with and for others and for the planet. To fulfill our work, we have two options as individuals and nations. We can work alongside God seeking his wisdom, power, strength and grace, or we can limp along with pieces of incomplete and partially distorted worldviews that are vague and powerless shadows of what is actually possible.


  Jesus as the Way, the Truth and the Life—The Only Way


  And the Lord said: . . .

  Behold I will again

  do wonderful things with this people,

  with wonder upon wonder;

  and the wisdom of their wise men shall perish,

  and the discernment of their discerning men shall be hidden.


  Isaiah 29:13-14


  Possibly the most disturbing fact of the life of Christ to secularists and other religious alike, is Christ’s proclamation in John 14.


  Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you had known me, you would have known my Father also. From now on you do know him and have seen him. (John 14:6-7)



  This claim that Jesus is the only way to reach God is offensive to holders of secular, other monotheist and pantheist worldviews. In reality, every avid holder of any worldview believes that her or his way is the right one. But logically only one worldview or none of these can be true. If it is true, as Christians believe, there is no reason to be offended. Oddly enough we are not offended by gravity.


  I well remember struggling with this myself. In a profound little booklet, John Bowen points out that the arguments against Christ’s claim to be the only way to God generally focus on its sounding arrogant, or its being unfair to those of other faiths, or its being oppressive as a truth claim.16 In retrospect I sense there were two major issues for me. First, I still had in mind the world’s definition of Jesus as just a good man. If that were the case, he would be an arrogant man. But not being just a man and being the very embodiment of truth, he could only have told the truth. Lewis points out, “If you look for truth, you may find comfort in the end; if you look for comfort you will not get either comfort or truth only soft soap and wishful thinking to begin, and in the end, despair.”17 We have nothing in any document about Christ’s life that would suggest he ever spoke something that was not true. Indeed, he even knew people’s thoughts before they spoke.


  Second, we are increasingly driven by our emotions and other people’s perceptions of us. To believe that God became man and lived to teach us the way causes all our secular friends or friends of other religions to balk at our belief that Jesus is the only way to God. It rubbed against my egalitarian sensibilities, which had morphed into the idea that therefore all religious frameworks must be equal—equally true to the believer and equally false to everyone else—as though there are no criteria for judging moral and spiritual truths.


  Jesus came to tell us and show us the truth. Truth is not changed by our feelings, votes, preferences, beliefs or ideas about God, just as gravity is not.


  It is worth repeating C. S. Lewis’ wisdom about Jesus:


  I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.18



  Jesus for the Atheist—The True Last Temptation of Christ


  Jesus had to experience every temptation known to man in order to redeem us from every form of transgression. Because he came through every temptation without sin, he and only he could open the way for us to God, who is holy. In a brilliant passage in his book Orthodoxy, G. K. Chesterton describes the last temptation of Christ—one moment during his torturous crucifixion when he was tempted with the transgression of atheism.


  That a good man may have his back to the wall is no more than we knew already, but that God could have His back to the wall is a boast for all insurgents forever. Christianity is the only religion on earth that has felt that omnipotence made God incomplete. Christianity alone felt that God, to be wholly God, must have been a rebel as well as a king. Alone of all creeds, Christianity has added courage to the virtues of the Creator. For the only courage worth calling courage must necessarily mean that the soul passes a breaking point—and does not break. In this indeed I approach a matter more dark and awful than it is easy to discuss; and I apologize in advance if any of my phrases fall wrong or seem irreverent touching a matter which the greatest saints and thinkers have justly feared to approach. But in the terrific tale of the Passion there is a distinct emotional suggestion that the author of all things (in some unthinkable way) went not only through agony, but through doubt. It is written, “Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God.” No; but the Lord thy God may tempt Himself; and it seems as if this was what happened in Gethsemane. In a garden Satan tempted man: and in a garden God tempted God. He passed in some superhuman manner through our human horror of pessimism. When the world shook and the sun was wiped out of heaven, it was not at the crucifixion, but at the cry from the cross: the cry which confessed that God was forsaken of God. And now let the revolutionists choose a creed from all the creeds and a god from all the gods of the world, carefully weighing all the gods of inevitable recurrence and of unalterable power. They will not find another god who has himself been in revolt. Nay (the matter grows too difficult for human speech), but let the atheists themselves choose a god. They will find only one divinity who ever uttered their isolation; only one religion in which God seemed for an instant to be an atheist.19



  In his very last words from the cross, Jesus takes the victory over this final temptation so that he might also forgive and transform the repentant atheist. Luke recounts the moment: “Then Jesus, calling out with a loud voice, said, ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!’ And having said this he breathed his last” (Luke 23:46).


  Because of the unfailing love and patience of God, Dallas Willard tells us the atheist prayer always works—“Dear God, if there is a God, save my soul, if I have a soul.”20 My own prayer was even more feeble, “If you are real, please come and get me.” God is not slow to come in when we crack the door.


  Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened. Or which one of you, if his son asks him for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him! (Matthew 7:7-11)



  If Christianity is true, then it is only Jesus who stands between heaven and earth eternally glorifying his Father, inviting us in, granting us entry, redeeming his people and sending his Spirit. There is no need for man to design complicated abstract principles to guide human nature. The way has already been revealed in the flesh, in the concrete manifestation of God on the earth who became the expressway to union with God—the God/man Jesus, the anointed one, the Messiah, the Redeemer of humanity and the world.
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  Signposts of Reality




  [W]hen so many brands of . . . “fancy souls” and theories of life are offered you, there is no sense in not looking pretty carefully to see what you are going in for. . . . It isn’t a case of “Here is the Christian religion, the one authoritative and respectable rule of life. Take it or leave it.” It’s “Here’s a muddling kind of affair called Life, and here are nineteen or twenty different explanations of it, all supported by people whose opinions are not to be sneezed at. Among them is the Christian religion in which you happen to have been brought up. Your friend so-and-so has been brought up in quite a different way of thinking; is a perfectly splendid person and thoroughly happy. What are you going to do about it?”—I’m worrying it out quietly, and whatever I get hold of will be valuable, because I’ve got it for myself.



  Dorothy Sayers, Letters of Dorothy L. Sayers: 1899–1936



  




  A man was meant to be doubtful about himself, but undoubting about the truth; this has been exactly reversed. Nowadays the part of a man that a man does assert is exactly the part he ought not to assert—himself. The part he doubts is exactly the part he ought not to doubt—the Divine Reason.



  G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy



  It is not enough to find one or two pieces of evidence for the truth of Christianity. Alone it is insufficient to know that the universe had a beginning, as though that settles it because it makes the first verse of Genesis 1 true. Although it is also a sign, it’s still not enough that Christianity is the world’s largest religion, as though truth can be determined by some democratic vote. Jesus did not ask the disciples to vote on whether they should go to Samaria the day he met the woman at the well; the disciples simply followed. It’s not even enough for me to tell you, and for others to verify, that once I had a dream of Jesus who showed me who I really was and afterward my life was radically transformed. No, it is not enough for even three or four signs to convince most of us, but an avalanche of evidence is another thing. There are endless signposts of the truth of Christianity and only a few will be recounted here.


  Signposts in the Heavens and on Earth


  The fact that the universe had a beginning and is incredibly fine-tuned to support our life on earth is evidence of a Creator that stands behind his creation with a mind that is so mathematically precise that it has motivated and inspired the minds of the world’s greatest scientists and most brilliant mathematicians and philosophers since the beginning of time. God’s imagination evident in the radical diversity of plants, animals, celestial objects and human beings both animates our human reason and stimulates our imaginations. The fact that we are made in God’s image makes us able to perceive and study all these things from the 248 muscles in the head of the caterpillar (humans have only about 700 muscles in our entire bodies) to the over 100 billion galaxies in the visible universe.1 The psalmist declares our inborn human desire to understand God and all of his creation, “Great are the works of the LORD, studied by all who delight in them” (Psalm 111:2). This includes the study of the visible and invisible (atoms, energy, spirit): “By faith we understand that the universe was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things that are visible” (Hebrews 11:3).


  To Galileo Galilei, Francis Bacon, Isaac Newton, Blaise Pascal, Johannes Kepler and Francis Collins, as well as the thousands of scientists who have known God for millennia, every new discovery about the universe, the earth or human beings is a new insight into the mind of God. Nobel Prize–winning physicist Arthur Holly Compton wrote, “The scientist who recognizes God knows only the God of Newton. To him the God imagined by Laplace and Comte is wholly inadequate. He feels that God is in nature, that the orderly ways in which nature works are themselves the manifestations of God’s will and purpose. Its laws are his orderly way of thinking.”2 They reflect his created order.


  The hypothesis that there is a brilliant God who created the universe and stands outside of it while acting inside it is the most rational and explanatory of all hypotheses. No other hypothesis has ever been developed that can account for the fact that there is something rather than nothing, that the universe does exist and continues to expand, that our minds are able to study and know about the universe and ourselves, and that our observations can be reliable because the universe, earth and human nature are rule-governed.


  The alternative hypotheses of random material emerging from nothing and spontaneously creating the universe or aliens seeding life on earth from elsewhere in the universe are simply irrational. Unlike hypotheses derived from scientific and philosophic methods, these hypotheses are not formed out of what is known. Nothing we have ever known has come from nothing. Nothing ever created itself, and no ordered, intricate design has ever emerged without a designing intelligence. God as Creator is simply the single most reasonable hypothesis.


  Signposts in the History of the Nations


  History reveals that the closer the foundations of a nation are to Judeo-Christian principles the more it flourishes in all ways—health, education, economics, safety, families, communities and international relations. This evidence begins with the rise of Europe and later North America, all founded directly on principles drawn from the Bible. In these countries slavery was first abolished, women have the most freedom, and children and families have the most protection. Laws protect even convicted prisoners.


  Christians (Deist or orthodox) founded Western nations and directly applied Judeo-Christian principles, which they understood as the best description of both public and private truth.3 Presidents over the centuries have called for days of prayer and even days of fasting for the nation.4 Though gradually becoming more secular, these nations still enjoy more freedom, prosperity, productivity, diversity and generosity to the poor than do nations founded on other religious or secular principles. In his book A Free People’s Suicide, Os Guinness writes of the loss of vigor in the West, “The way forward is to return to the source that gave rise to [it] in the first place.”5


  Recent evidence reveals that whenever Christianity begins to rise in a culture so does the health, education and prosperity of the nation. See, for example, South Korea, Singapore and now China.6 This principle works also in reverse: over the last centuries as Europe has continued to back away from Judeo-Christianity all indicators of the health of the society have begun to plummet.7 As Billy Graham said, “The farther we get from God, the more the world spirals out of control.”8


  One-third of the world professes Judeo-Christianity; its adherents are in every nation on earth. With the increase in international travel and the Internet, communities of Christians around the world are increasingly connected. At the funeral of Pope John Paul II it was estimated that over four million people from every nation gathered in Rome peacefully. It is believed to have been the largest global Christian event ever in the history of the world. Outside of the United Nations it was also the largest gathering of state officials in the world. Judeo-Christianity is the only worldview that offers a vision for globalization with a common moral code that intersects with other religions around the world.


  Though no one can be born a Christian, everyone can choose. Under Christ’s unique headship, diverse people and groups of people have unique gifts and talents, all of which are necessary to build the kingdom of God on earth as it is in heaven. In Scripture we find particular nations and families mentioned as having special talents (for example, herders, musicians and metalworkers in Genesis 4:20-22 and woodcutters in 1 Kings 5:6).


  Signposts of Women, the Poor, the Alien and the Child


  A woman’s heart should be so close to God

  that a man should have to chase Him to find her.


  C. S. Lewis


  



  There is no act, no sermon, no parable in the whole Gospel that borrows

  its pungency from female perversity; nobody could possibly guess

  from the words and deeds of Jesus that there was

  anything “funny” about woman’s nature.


  Dorothy L. Sayers, Are Women Human?


  Had I raised my head above my feminist and Marxist texts, I might have noticed that it was not Christianity that had most oppressed women and the poor. One of the most frequent criticisms of Jesus was that he always associated with the poorest and least respectable citizens and that he ministered to shady women, Samaritans as well as Jews. His example has been the driving force behind missions work inside and outside the West and set the example for what has now become foreign aid. In biblical times, immigrants in Israel were to be given the same privileges as the citizens, though they had to submit to the laws of the land; they could not bring in their other gods.


  Women are given high value in Judeo-Christianity, and Western cultures built on its principles have led in promoting women’s freedom and continue to do so. Even though it would have been extremely difficult during the times of Old and New Testaments for both husbands and wives to work outside the home, even in the Hebrew Scriptures before Christ God called women to lead wars (Deborah), save nations (Esther and Deborah), kill enemies (Jael), prophesy to kings (Huldah), bear and raise up prophets (Hannah and Samson’s mother), build up the wall (daughters of Shallum), save Israel (Rahab) and be a head of state (the Queen of Sheba). The woman in Proverbs 31:10-31, a much-dreaded text by radical feminists, owned both a vineyard and a garment business. We are told her arms are strong, and she gives to the needy. Not only her husband praises her but the whole town praises her—not because of her beauty but because of her strength, faith, dignity, wisdom and kindness. She is the quintessential feminist—working woman, business owner, wife and mother.


  Jesus had extraordinary, pure relationships with many women: Mary Magdalene, the adulterous woman, Mary and Martha, the Samaritan woman, his mother Mary and the woman who anointed him with her tears. The longest dialogue Jesus has with any person in the Bible is with the Samaritan woman (a woman, a Samaritan and a sinner). In the Gospels she appears to be the only person he tells directly that he is the Messiah, and the first to evangelize an entire city. Women remained at the cross, helped to lead and fund the early church, supported Jesus and his disciples, and were among the first martyrs.9


  Regarding Paul’s teachings on women, we have to look at their entirety to judge them. While women are called to respect their husbands, their husbands are commanded to love their wives even as they love their own bodies, being willing to die for their wives. Once married, a man and a woman become one flesh. Their children are blessings to them and to the community and nation. The family forms the foundation of the culture and mirrors in some ways the Trinity. Neither husbands nor wives have authority over their own bodies, but their spouses do. They are to give each other their conjugal rights unless they agree for a short time to devote themselves to prayer (1 Corinthians 7:1-5). Paul forbade women from teaching men in the synagogue, but Paul was clearly less restrictive than his contemporaries.


  Quite a few prominent women in the university have shared their conversions to Christianity.10 Historian Elizabeth Genovese and columnist Lorraine Murray have both written challenges to their earlier radical feminist faiths.11 In 1996 Genovese published a study that foresaw the changing attitudes of large numbers of women regarding the feminist movement. The secular culture’s denigration of women is now so remarkably strong that one can hardly imagine criticizing Christian views of women. Women are frequently the objects of the most obscene music and films, young girls are frequently sold into prostitution, and females are more frequently aborted. This cannot happen in a culture that believes every woman and her body are sacred and intended either to be celibate or the wife of one man and where laws protect her and her children’s lives.


  The man is the head of the woman, and Christ is the head of the husband, who is commanded to obey Christ and be willing to die for his wife as Christ did for the church. C. S. Lewis suggests that the only reason there needs to be a head is that on the rare occasions when they disagree, there needs to be a tie breaker, but at all other times there should be great effort to agree on any course of action because they are one. Why the man? Lewis says because the woman is the “special trustee” of the family’s interest and the father is its “foreign policy” adviser.12 At times God told any number of men to obey their wives and even revealed things to women first (Samson’s mother; Mary, mother of Jesus; Sarah regarding Hagar).


  The husband’s charge is equal if not heavier than God’s charge to women. The culture falls apart when either or both abdicate their responsibilities to one another and to their children and set their eyes first outside the family and only secondarily inside. This began happening with the advent of no-fault divorce, which has left a culture in which many young people no longer live with their biological parents—a generation of fatherless children. The personal, social and economic costs of this have been unimaginable.13


  A truly Christian marriage is a brilliant thing to see. Though not perfect, a couple’s faithfulness to one another and to their children builds incredible strength of character. While divorce rates of those who say they are Christian are frequently reported to mirror that of the general public, except for Roman Catholics, closer analyses have revealed that among those who are actually active in church, the rates are far lower.14 Studies suggest children’s health and school and later life achievement are better when children live with their biological parents who are religious.15 Judeo-Christian principles support both spouses being active in the home and outside in different ways. The principles of exclusive and permanent relationships are a far cry from images in movies and other media.


  Signposts of the Times


  The universal historic markers of time—B.C. (before Christ) and A.D. (anno domini, the year of our Lord)—are evidence of Christ’s preeminence and the fact that his incarnation, death and resurrection changed human history forever. These dates continue to mark human history regardless of secular attempts to rename them without reference to Christ. Nevertheless, Christ’s time-shattering appearance is recognized, gratefully or grudgingly, and we are still living in “the year of our Lord”—it was, in fact, not an error.


  It is not only Christianity that suggests there will be an end to the earth as we know it. Scientists also predict the end of the earth when the sun burns out, or we are destroyed by asteroids, or other hypotheses. Matthew records Jesus’ teachings on the end of this world and the kingdom to come, of which no one will know the day and hour, not even the angels. Jesus did not even know the dates when he was questioned by his disciples (Matthew 24:36). The only thing one can say is that it is closer today than when this book was written, and we will be nearer tomorrow than today.


  Jesus described the situation prior to the end. He said in the beginning there will be wars, rumors of wars, famines and earthquakes, and kingdom will rise against kingdom and nation against nation. Next his followers will be hated and some put to death for his name. False prophets will arise and claim to be Jesus in order to lead people astray with signs and wonders. The gospel will be preached to all nations, and there will be a dramatic increase in lawlessness, causing people’s love to grow cold. After this, the “abomination of desolation” stands in the holy place, and then comes the final tribulation when the sun will be darkened and the moon not give its light; stars will fall, and the powers of heaven will be shaken. At last, the gospel will have been preached to all nations and then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the heavens (Matthew 24).


  The end times are also described in the book of Revelation as well as in the book of Daniel; all three are similar. The name of the seventh and last church in the book of Revelation is Laodicea. The Laodicean church’s problem was that it had become lukewarm toward God and thus ineffective. Jesus told them: “For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked” (Revelation 3:17).


  Signposts in the Arts


  A man can no more diminish God’s glory by

  refusing to worship Him than a lunatic can put out

  the sun by scribbling the word “darkness”

  on the walls of his cell.


  C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain


  The art, music, drama and literature of the West were birthed from the loins of Christianity. Early Christian art and music set the highest standards of beauty. From the extraordinary Pietà and ceiling of Sistine Chapel by Michelangelo and paintings of Rembrandt and Caravaggio to the brilliant, inspiring music of Bach and Handel’s Messiah, there remain no secular matches. Their purpose was to teach and inspire all people to greatness, goodness, truth and beauty. Now novelty and trendiness have replaced grander artistic vision. Witness the 4’33” (four minutes and 33 seconds of silence), a composition by John Cage that requires the audience to listen to the sounds in the environment, and Marcel Duchamp’s urinal placed in museums.16 How have the intellectual elite been this deluded? When placed next to the products of earlier artists and musicians, they signal better than anything the breakdown of the culture from one that once sought the beautiful, tender, melodic, inspiring and meaningful to one that offers vain, simple, disturbing expressions of anxiety, dullness and farce.


  In his book The Cathedral and the Cube, George Weigel compares the architecture and the ethos of the Cathedral of Notre Dame to the new Parisian Grande Arche or the Cube. He suggests that the Cube, a stark, gigantic glass cube, mirrors the bankruptcy of the new secular Europe—a prophetic picture of the secularist’s project. Though it boasts that it can hold the cathedral inside of it, it cannot hold the intellectual, social and moral richness of the Judeo-Christian worldview. Weigel suggests it is a striking metaphor for the loss of civilization plaguing the West.17 Yet within the cathedral all the real treasures of secular and pantheist culture find their place; everything that is true in them is true in Christianity and more. It is the Cube that was built by the wisdom of the cathedral with its impressive stones, carved wood, ironwork and stained-glass windows that tell the story of God, man and history that fostered the engineering of both the cathedral and the Cube. In the cathedral lies the uncompromising reality of both the pain and triumph of God—bound together with man by crucifixion, resurrection and ascension and the way to freedom and purpose in this life and the next.


  Signposts in Education


  The center of all early education in the West was Christendom. Monasteries spawned universities and town centers. These universities, though now largely secularized, served as the model for universities all over the world. The concept of unity in diversity (embedded in the word university) holds that there is an ultimate unity undergirding and connecting knowledge across the diverse academic disciplines, a unity evident, perfect and effectual in the Trinity.


  Inventors of the Gutenberg press directed their first efforts toward printing the Bible, which was the preeminent text to be studied by all. Missionaries have given many ethnic groups their written languages. Plays and paintings of the biblical stories also became educational texts. The plays of Shakespeare and subsequent Western literature can hardly be understood without biblical knowledge. Early schoolbooks used Proverbs for spelling and Bible stories to teach children to read.


  Public schooling in America historically emerged out of church schools. When public schools took over the function, education in the church began to be called “Sunday school.”18 Roman Catholic schools and other Christian schools and home schools, especially Classical Christian schools, continue to use the biblical text as the backbone of their instruction.19 These students generally do better than their public school peers on all measures.20 Religious participation is positively linked to higher school achievement.21


  Signposts of Scriptural Truth


  Most of us believe that Alexander the Great lived and performed the exploits we have learned in school; however, the first history we have about Alexander appeared four hundred years after his death.22 The New Testament about the life and teachings of Jesus and his first apostles is considered one of the most well documented and reliable texts in early history. By A.D. 95 (about sixty years after Christ’s death and resurrection) the New Testament as we know it was complete, and many copies of the various books and letters were repeatedly copied, quoted and widely circulated in various languages. Long before the actual New Testament, identical verses of the text had been found scattered in the writings of many of the early followers of Christ.


  After an extensive analysis, Norman Geisler and Peter Bocchino state,


  An honest comparison of the three observations: (1) the number of manuscripts, (2) the time span between the original and earliest copy, and (3) the accuracy of the New Testament, all bear witness that the New Testament is the most historically accurate and reliable document from all of antiquity. If one cannot trust the New Testament at this point, then one must reject all of ancient history, which rests on much weaker evidence.23



  The historical facts in the Old and New Testaments continue to be verified by archeological digs and other documents, including secular histories. The most recent finds include a coin pointing to the life of Samson, evidence of the rule of David as king, burial boxes with a drawing of a man being eaten by a fish (Jonah) and another with the inscription “James brother of Jesus.” The youngest and much loved disciple John ends his Gospel with this statement: “Now there are also many other things that Jesus did. Were every one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written” (John 21:25).


  Signposts in Human Diversity


  God created human diversity, and he must have had a reason, one that offered hope and unity in its massive diversity. Christianity encourages the full development of every individual person to fulfill each unique calling to the larger community and to the world. Among Christian leadership alone, we can witness enormous diversity. Picture the carefully reasoned John Polkinghorne, Oxford scientist, theologian and university chancellor, beside the extroverted and flamboyant T. D. Jakes; the quiet, humble servant Mother Teresa next to Uganda’s fiery prophetic minister, John Mulinde; the Chinese dissident and ex-prisoner Brother Yun next to the brilliant emeritus Pope Benedict XVI; and the humble and strong Argentinian Pope Francis next to the charismatic evangelist Carlos Annacondia. These are as different from one another as people can possibly be in culture, language, social background and personality, and yet they all belong to the body of Christ in the world, and they all would agree on basic fundamental truths about reality. They are fully themselves, fully expressions of their own cultures and fully Christ’s. It is the headship of Christ that binds them together and gives them very unique callings in the body of Christ on earth.


  Signposts of the Global Zeitgeist


  Films reveal the undergirding ethos of a culture. All around the world films repeat the story of Christianity in varied forms. In these stories and films there is a spirit world, which is both good and evil; people have choices to join either good or evil; and ultimately a savior ensures that good prevails over evil. My favorite film of this genre became a sort of cult film in 1984—The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the 8th Dimension. Buckaroo is a physicist, brain surgeon, rock musician and leader of a small band of like-minded souls who invent a racecar (a converted pickup with a jet engine) that breaks the sound barrier while traveling through matter (a mountain in west Texas). Not stopping with this accomplishment, they move on to discover, take on and defeat a band of evil aliens from the eighth dimension who have come to take over the earth (Planet 10) and who are under contract with NASA.


  While clearly a bit of a spoof on the salvation motif, Buckaroo Banzai, like Superman, Batman, Star Wars, Star Trek, Harry Potter, The Lord of the Rings, Narnia, Avatar and thousands of other films all around the world, illustrates how the ultimate truth story is endlessly reinvented.24 It is the story written deeply on our hearts of a Savior’s triumph of good over evil—the story lived by Christ two thousand years ago and still alive and well .25


  Signposts of the Battle over Truth


  While our films depict the battle between good and evil generally as a battle between two distinct groups, in the Judeo-Christian framework it is not nearly so simple. There is good and evil inside each of us, and the degree to which we connect with God’s grace to diminish evil and expand good is the degree to which we overcome the battles that rage inside us. The battle on the outside is also not against people but against spirits like the battle inside us. Paul writes, “For though we walk in the flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh. For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds. We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:3-5).


  Whenever evil prospers, so does irrationality, sometimes disguised as human reason in the form of rationalization. Evil comes against truth at every turn. In C. S. Lewis’s brilliant book The Screwtape Letters, a senior devil instructs a younger one. For example, the devil advises his apprentice on how to capitalize on human flaws:


  Man has been accustomed, ever since he was a boy, to having a dozen of incompatible philosophies dancing about together in his head. He doesn’t think of doctrines as primarily “true” or “false,” but as academic or practical, outworn or contemporary, conventional or ruthless. Jargon, not argument, is your best ally in keeping him from the Church. Don’t waste your time trying to make him think that materialism is true! Make him think it is strong or stark or courageous—that it is the philosophy of the future. That’s the sort of thing he cares about.26



  Lewis’s ability to capture the movements of evil inside our reasoning is unsurpassed and shockingly real; even the most hardened people can recognize their souls in this work. Lewis was also quick to note in the introduction that evil would like nothing more than for us either to disbelieve its existence or overestimate its power.


  The reality that evil fights good and that the battle is often over the mind is another sign of the truth of Christianity. Small battles often mask larger spiritual battles and truths. For example, why would there be such an irrational contest over crosses in public and historical places and prayers in schools unless they were perceived as having power? If people do not believe that there is a God, why does anyone care about the display of crosses? We do not believe in Disney characters, but no one objects to their images in public places. The reality is that Christianity is true and prayer is effectual; thus the fight is fierce.


  Signposts of the Transformation of the Human Person


  Amazing grace, how sweet the sound

  that saved a wretch like me.


  John Newton,

  “Amazing Grace”


  



  The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting;

  it has been found difficult and left untried.


  G. K. Chesterton,

  What’s Wrong with the World


  Even these universal and cultural signposts of the truth of Christianity are not the most convincing evidence. Rather the quintessential proof lies in the transformation of every individual human being who experiences the life-changing effects of knowing and following Christ. There is no other completely accurate, safe and effective way to know oneself and to grow ever stronger in character and destiny. There have been perhaps billions of lives transformed over time.27 Some are sitting in our homes, workplaces and neighborhoods. These stories involve some measure of what we call supernatural, like the alcoholic who is transformed and never wants another drink, the prisoner who becomes a national leader or the Amish parents who forgive the unforgiveable.28


  Even small moments in people’s lives proclaim the power and truth of Christianity. One often-repeated story is of Corrie ten Boom, a woman who lived through the Holocaust but whose sister, Betsie, and father died in Nazi camps. The family had been arrested and imprisoned because they were hiding Jews. She wrote about a time after the war when she was teaching on forgiveness and a man came up to her afterward whom she recognized as one of their captors, a man who had made her and Betsie pass by him naked. He thrust his hand out to thank her for the message; her arm literally froze. He told her he had become a Christian; still she was unable to forgive. She writes:


  Betsie had died in that place—could he erase her slow terrible death simply for the asking?



  It could not have been many seconds that he stood there—hand held out—but to me it seemed hours as I wrestled with the most difficult thing I had ever had to do.



  For I had to do it—I knew that. The message that God forgives has a prior condition: that we forgive those who have injured us. “If you do not forgive men their trespasses,” Jesus says, “neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses.”



  I knew it not only as a commandment of God, but as a daily experience. Since the end of the war I had had a home in Holland for victims of Nazi brutality. Those who were able to forgive their former enemies were able also to return to the outside world and rebuild their lives, no matter what the physical scars. Those who nursed their bitterness remained invalids. It was as simple and as horrible as that.



  And still I stood there with the coldness clutching my heart. But forgiveness is not an emotion—I knew that too. Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can function regardless of the temperature of the heart. “. . . Help!” I prayed silently. “I can lift my hand. I can do that much. You supply the feeling.”



  And so woodenly, mechanically, I thrust my hand into the one stretched out to me. And as I did, an incredible thing took place. The current started in my shoulder, raced down my arm, sprang into our joined hands. And then this healing warmth seemed to flood my whole being, bringing tears to my eyes.



  “I forgive you, brother!” I cried. “With all my heart!”



  For a long moment we grasped each other’s hands, the former guard and the former prisoner. I had never known God’s love so intensely, as I did then.29



  I have had the sheer joy in the last two years of getting to know a dozen women in a yearlong program at a Christian women’s refuge built for them by Christians in the community. The women have been in and out of prison, have had to relinquish their children, are on probation and have been through scores of secular treatment programs. The chaos and pain many of them have experienced are difficult for most of us to even imagine. And here they are—they have given their lives to Jesus, and he is delivering them from addictions, answering their prayers and sending people to supply basic physical and spiritual needs. The women participate in two Bible studies a day. Now they want three. They want to form a praise and worship group to sing in nursing homes “because the old people there are so lonely.” They are beautiful, and the power of God is palpable when you are around them. He is bringing order out of chaos and hope out of despair.


  Twenty years ago I would have said, well, of course, they need a crutch; let them have their delusions. But twenty years ago I was not much different from these women. I was better placed in the culture and in the economic system so when I did what they did, it was avant-garde, not illegal; I wasn’t arrested.


  In the spring of 2013 I spoke with some graduate students. A young Latina graduate student who was getting a degree in social work came up to me crying. She asked how could she help her desperate clients, who were all young people on juvenile probation, to know Christ when it was expressly prohibited. She had even been warned about doing so. She said, “I know it would help them; I feel so terrible not helping them.” I was at a loss for what to suggest; her question still haunts me.


  In 2011, Byron Johnson, a social scientist at Baylor, published a book documenting research on the effectiveness of faith-based programs in reducing crime and recidivism. His empirical evidence makes up over twenty pages of references. He writes, “In an age of political correctness, perhaps the last acceptable prejudice is the one leveled against the involvement of highly religious people and their faith-based approaches to social problems—problems the government cannot fix without them.”30


  I want to close with this observation: though we think of ourselves in the West as brilliantly reasonable and guided by empirical evidence, we are, in fact, neither. We are ideological; we are led by our prejudices—secular ones. We are living in a secular political age where politics has displaced knowledge as the impetus for action. That is why to bring Christ to a prisoner or parolee is made very difficult, if not impossible, regardless of sound research data that would suggest the value of doing so. So how will our culture answer this sobbing young social worker’s plea, how are we going to allow her to help her clients to have the same kind of life transformation that she and I and billions of others have experienced?


  In his biography of Saint Francis of Assisi, G. K. Chesterton writes, “To this great mystic his religion was not a thing like a theory but a thing like a love affair.”31 If Christianity is true, it is most certainly a love affair—one also filled with all manner of delights, including science, mathematics, literature, art, music, politics, law, business, family, friends, natural exploits, and tastes, sights, sounds, as well as the way to fulfull the longing for understanding, purpose, love and holiness.


  Yes, if Christianity is true, it is clearly not a theory. It is a love affair with life and its author. It is reality.


  You will seek me and find me, when you seek me

  with all your heart.


  Jeremiah 29:13
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  Praise for Is Reality Secular?




  “This masterful book will be a much-debated and welcomed addition to graduate and undergraduate courses in religion, philosophy, and social and political culture. I suspect readers will spend many hours pondering the powerful arguments that Poplin advances.”


  Carol M. Swain, professor of political science and law, Vanderbilt University


  “This is a thorough and remarkably informative critique of what is wrong with today’s predominant worldview, that is, secularism. The many atheists, humanists and materialists controlling so much of what is read in our colleges and presented in the media should put it on their informal but effective list of ‘forbidden books.’ Of course, Poplin’s book should go on the list of required books for all Christians trying to survive the politically correct rejection of God and Christ now nervously maintained by our governing elite.”


  Paul C. Vitz, professor, Institute for the Psychological Sciences; professor emeritus, New York University; author of Faith of the Fatherless: The Psychology of Atheism


  “Mary Poplin has lived out many of the ideologies of the past fifty years—secular humanism, ivory-tower Marxism, radical feminism, New Age spirituality, you name it. Is Reality Secular? is her penetrating analysis of these ideologies and a brilliant exposition of the profound truths of the Christian faith. A terrific book for undergraduates, grad students and all those who want to be really educated—that is, aware of the sweep of intellectual history, what it has been and is now, and where it should be headed.”


  James W. Sire, author of The Universe Next Door


  “This is a serious book by a serious thinker. What’s most appealing is its authenticity. Mary Poplin guides readers through the pitfalls of the same secular beliefs she held personally for many years until finally discovering the truth of Christianity at the age of forty. Her analysis reflects the insight of someone who has lived out secular philosophies and knows from the inside how destructive and dehumanizing they are. She makes the case that Christianity is not just a better theory, it is reality.”


  Nancy R. Pearcey, director, Francis Schaeffer Center for Worldview and Culture; professor and scholar in residence, Houston Baptist University


  “This clearly written and wide-ranging book shows Mary Poplin to be an important Christian intellectual voice. The cumulative force of her best evidence provides a compelling case, one all the more relevant because of her personal story.”


  Craig Keener, professor of New Testament, Asbury Theological Seminary


  “It is unusual these days for a book to be both provocative and reflective, but that is precisely what Professor Poplin has accomplished in Is Reality Secular? The roots of her reflection are clearly in what began as a personal quest for meaning and truth, but she has produced an extended essay that addresses a universal longing and therefore speaks to us all. Her fellow Christians will find the book edifying. I myself certainly did. But others, too, will find value in it. Even at its most provocative, it is never merely polemical. It provokes, rather, by engaging the reader where he is and challenging him to join her in thinking ever more deeply about ultimate things.”


  Robert P. George, McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence, Princeton University


  “Truth, a wise man said, is valuable because it is what allows us to navigate reality. Mary Poplin has done us a great service—she helps us explore where truth lies and how it guides. This is fair-minded, clear-seeing and deeply informed.”


  John Ortberg, senior pastor of Menlo Park Presbyterian Church and author of Who Is This Man?
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