VocATIO
Essays on Work and Calling

Excerpted from Veritas Press’s Omnibus texts




VocCcATIO
Essays on Work and Calling

v, veritas

PRESS



Veritas Press, Lancaster, Pennsylvania
www.VeritasPress.com
©2015 by Veritas Press
ISBN 978-1-936648-43-6

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced
without permission from Veritas Press, except by a reviewer
who may quote brief passages in a review; nor may any part
of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or
transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechani-
cal, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior,
written permission from Veritas Press.

Printed in the United States of America.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Foreword........coooiniiiii v

Aesthetics ........ooviii 1
Gene Edward Veith

Architecture. .........ooooiiii 13
Karen Mulder

BUuSIiNess......ccooviiii 23
Marlin Detweiler

Cultural Anthropology.............cccoooviiiiiin... 39
David Ayers
Dramatic ArtS...........oeiveieeeiiiiiiieiieeeane 51

Brian Godawa

Economics. ..ot 65
David Bahnsen

Engineering..............ccoooiiiiiiiiiiiii 75
Mike Bright
LaW .o 83

John Warwick Montgomery

Mathematics.........ccoooviiiii e 93
Mitch Stokes

Media......c.oiviiii 103
Roy Atwood

MUSIC. . et 117
Greg Wilbur

Natural Sciences...............oooeviviiiiiiiiinnn.. 129
Robert Siegel

Philosophy ............coooiiiii 147
Douglas Wilson

POBLY. .. 157
Robert Siegel

POLItICS. ... 173
Frank Guliuzza

Psychology ..........cooviiiiiiiiiii 187
C. Eric Jones and Eric L. Johnson

S0CIOlOgY ... 197
David Ayers

Sport and Recreation.................cccoeiiniinns. 215
Robert Spinney



FOREWORD

The English word vocation comes from the Latin vocatio.
It simply means “calling.”

The Reformation’s beginning is credited to Martin
Luther when he posted the 95 Theses on the door of the
Wittenberg Castle church in 1517. The Five Solas, while
not systematized as such until later, contain much of the
essence of the Reformation. Yet Luther was concerned
about more than these very important concerns. One was
the idea of vocation. Dr. Gene Edward Veith, an editor of
the Veritas Press textbooks Omnibus 1V, V, and VI, has
written, “Justification by faith alone’ is surely the most
important contribution of the Reformation. The second
most important, arguably, is the ‘doctrine of vocation.”*
In the same article Dr. Veith quotes 1 Corinthians 7:17:

Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has
assigned him, and to which God has called him.

The 18 essays collected here on various vocations
were first published in the last three Omnibus texts men-
tioned above. We thought putting them together, all in
one place, would be of great benefit to many.

Callings are significant concerns for the Christian,
particularly the young one still finding his way in life.
The essays within this book are not a comprehensive list
of career possibilities. For example, we haven't included
homemaking, though this also is a high calling and sure-
ly worthy of esteem. They are a good representative list
that we hope will inspire readers to think deeply—about
the gifts God has given them, about the opportunities
God has opened up to them.

Today, young people have as much freedom to pur-
sue anything they wish as ever before—maybe more. We
hope this book will serve to help them clarify their think-
ing about their pursuits or know a bit more about them.
Our ultimate goal is to see godly men and women in all
walks of life leading by example, by their words, and by
their commitment to their vocatio.

—Marlin Detweiler
VERITAS PRESS | PRESIDENT

*Veith, Gene Edward. “Our Calling and God’s Glory.”
Modern Reformation. Nov.-Dec. 2007: 22-28.




AESTHETICS

Postmodernists believe “there are no absolutes.”
Christians, on the other hand, do believe in absolutes.
They sometimes, however, do not raise the obvious
question: What are absolutes? Classical thinkers, both
ancient and Christian, spoke of three kinds of absolutes:
the true, the good, and the beautiful. Most Christians
have no problem believing that truth and goodness are
absolute—that they are objective, transcendent reality
grounded ultimately in God. And yet, when it comes to
beauty, Christians are often as subjective and relativis-
tic as postmodernists.

Aesthetics, put simply, is the study of beauty in its
different varieties and in its different manifestations in
nature and in the arts. Aesthetics is indeed about plea-
sure, which often makes people assume that it is merely
about subjective feelings. But, properly understood, aes-
thetic pleasure is a perception of objective quality that
also points, ultimately, to God.

Say you are walking outside on a fall day and across
the road you see a gigantic maple tree, its leaves turned
a bright red and its branches trembling in the breeze. It
takes your breath away. Why?

Or say you are watching American Idol, the popular
television talent show. One singer croaks and yells and
has an attitude. Another sings in such a way that you are
utterly captivated. What is the difference? What makes
one singer bad and the other one good?

Plato would say that aesthetic experience is a glimpse
of perfection. That tree across the road gave us a momen-
tary manifestation of the ideal tree that exists in the mind
of God. The skilled singer is approaching perfection of
sound and expression.

An Aristotelian approach to aesthetics would look
at the tree and the American Idol performance in terms
of their purpose and how the parts—the leaves and
branches, the words and the music—cohere into a whole.

Other aesthetic analysis might attend to matters of
form. How the color of the leaves harmonize against the
blue sky; how the branches trace intricate patterns; how

A detail from Vermeer’'s work The Art of Painting
(also known as The Allegory of Painting or Painter in
his Studio). In this piece, the woman crowned with
a laurel wreath and carrying a book by Herodotus or
Thucydides represents Clio, the Muse of History.



the singer’s techniques of phrasing, breathing, and impro-
visation contribute to an excellent, effective performance.

Christian thinkers, ranging from the medieval scho-
lastic Thomas Aquinas to the American Puritan Jonathan
Edwards, said that the feeling we get when we experience
beauty is a kind of love. You love that maple tree. You
love that song and feel a love-like connection to the art-
ist who sings it. For Aquinas and Edwards, something is
beautiful when it provokes love. They went on to connect
beauty to Christian ethics and to the love of God, whose
own love for His creation is expressed in the beauty that
He lavishes everywhere.

For Edwards the beauty of the natural world is a testi-
mony to the God who created it. Christian artists such as
Thomas Cole, founder of America’s first distinct artistic

movement, the Hudson River School, saw nature as God’s
art. Like an artist creating a painting, a song, or a nov-
el—only much, much more so—God created the entire
universe in all of its variety, intricacy, and detail. And He
made it beautiful. Human artists, in turn, who are them-
selves God’s self-expression as having been created in
His image, can imitate, however faintly, God’s creativity
by creating works of beauty and meaning themselves.

The British critic John Ruskin said that God alone is
the source of our highest pleasures. Therefore, he rea-
soned, the standards of aesthetic excellence please us
because they reflect the attributes of God.

For example, one aesthetic criterion is the principle
of unity and complexity. Some works of art, such as the
black canvasinamodernist art gallery, have unity. Others,
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such as Jackson Pollack’s random paint drippings, have
complexity. But the best works—a Rembrandt portrait, a
Thomas Cole landscape—have both unity and complex-
ity at the same time. The paintings have a plethora of in-
tricate details, but somehow they all harmonize together
into a whole. In a Bach concerto every instrument may be
doing something completely different from all of the oth-
ers; and yet all of the sounds harmonize to form a won-
drous whole. In a Shakespeare play each character has

his own story, plots and subplots interweave with each
other, and multiple themes emerge in the complex, multi-
leveled language. And yet, everything in the play comes
together into a unity.

Why do we respond so positively to the synthesis of
both unity and complexity? Ruskin says it's because the
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Thomas Moran (1837-1926),
a'painter from the Hudson River
School, evokes a sense of infinity
through this detail from Grand
Canyon of the Colorado River.

Triune God is both unified and complex—a perfect unity
of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Ruskin tells us that even
unbelievers cannot help responding in love at the faintest
glimpse of God’s attributes.

Ruskin explains other aesthetic criteria along the
same lines. Anything that evokes a sense of infinity, he
says, gives us aesthetic pleasure—the can’t-take-it-all-
in vastness of the Grand Canyon; the Crab Nebula; the
mind-boggling sublimities of Milton’s Paradise Lost; a
Hudson River School landscape of waterfalls and moun-
tain ranges. Intimations of infinity give us pleasure be-
cause God is infinite.

According to Ruskin’s aesthetic theory, symmetry,
the way parts are in balance, is a sign of God’s justice.
Light is a sign of God’s energy. Moderation is a sign of
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God's law, which is fulfilled in “self-restrained liberty.”
Craftsmanship, technical skill, and attention to detail call
to mind the artistry of God.

Another dimension to the field of aesthetics con-
cerns the different kinds of aesthetic experience. Both
Longinus, a Greek in the Roman empire, and Edmund
Burke, the eighteenth-century father of conservatism, ex-
plored the category of the “sublime,” that is, creations in
nature and in the arts that create a sense of awe. Again,
think of the Grand Canyon. If beauty evokes a feeling
of love, said Burke, sublimity evokes a feeling of fear.
And yet that fear, that sense of being overwhelmed, is a
positive and particularly powerful aesthetic experience.
Other categories include the “picturesque”—the quaint

and unusual—and the “homey,” creating feelings of com-
fort and the warmth of ordinary life, as in the Hobbiton
scenes in The Lord of the Rings.

Notice that beauty in its various guises is not the
same as “pretty.” The horror of tragedy can create in us
a feeling of compassion, which is a kind of love and thus
a perception of beauty. A portrait by Rembrandt, argu-
ably the greatest Protestant painter, shows ordinary hu-
man beings through whom traces of God’s image shine.
The lined faces of his old women stirs more love than a
stereotyped, made-up, shallow expression of a fashion
model, and thus shows a greater beauty.

Aesthetics is not an exact science. Different styles and
different movements have their own aesthetic quirks.

The Garden of Eden, painted in 1828, was Thomas Cole’s first painting to explore spiritual themes.

“A number of critics have seen the Hudson River School landscapes evocations of the American Eden, an
unspoiled paradise to be inhabited by the new American Adam. Certainly, Bible-saturated Protestants of the
time could hardly view an example of natural beauty without thinking of the biblical paradise, but it should
be noted that such associations would have been understood to be only analogies, not literal identifications.”
—Painters of Faith: The Spiritual Landscape in Nineteenth-Century America
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Just how much aesthetic judgments can be rationalized
is a matter of debate. But people debate about truth and
goodness also. Controversy and elusiveness do not keep
beauty from being an absolute.

Aesthetics as a subject in itself is a branch of philos-
ophy. Just as epistemology is the philosophy of how we
know, and metaphysics is the philosophy of the nature
of existence, aesthetics is the philosophy of beauty. The
field of aesthetics explores questions such as: What is
art? How does art work? How can we say that one piece
of art is better than another?

All branches of philosophy have their controversies
and contending schools of thought, and aesthetics is no
exception. Is a work of art something that has no purpose
other than itself? Or does art always have to communi-
cate something? Is the meaning of a work of art deter-
mined by the artist’s intention? Or is the meaning deter-
mined by its audience? Or is the meaning independent
of both the artist and the audience? Is art self-expression
or a representation of objective truth? Does art appeal to
emotion or to the mind? Is the beauty of a work of art
simply a matter of form? Or intensity? Or technique and
craftsmanship?

Such questions are not easily answered. Like other
philosophical issues, they resist resolution, cropping up
in different guises throughout the history of philosophy.

But aesthetics is not simply an academic philosophi-
cal exercise. Like ethics, another branch of philosophy, it
manifests itself more clearly where it is applied.

Thus, aesthetics is an intrinsic part of many other
fields. Whether you pursue singing or photography or
writing or filmmaking or industrial design, you must op-
erate in the realm of aesthetics.

Keep in mind that “art” refers not only to paint-
ing and sculpture, but also to music, literature, drama,
movies, and similar human creations. Even “practical”
creations—such as architecture, clothing, and manufac-
tured products—have their “design” and thus have aes-
thetic qualities.

The Past and The Present by Thomas Cole

Aesthetics is for both artists and critics, the ones who
make the work and the ones who receive it. The latter in-
clude professional scholars who try to understand and to
help other people understand significant works of art.

At college you can learn to be a critic. Art criticism,
literary criticism, music criticism are all valuable enter-
prises. This does not mean “criticizing” or “being critical”
in the sense of always being negative and tearing down
other people’s creations. (That can, of course, be part of a
critic’s calling when dealing with bad work that deserves
that kind of treatment.)

A critic is someone who analyzes and evaluates a
work of art. To do so requires knowledge of the art form—
its genre, techniques, and history—as well as the cultural
knowledge to put it into context. To explicate a painting or
anovel or a movie, a critic needs, among other things, to be
a historian, a philosopher, and (ideally) a theologian. That
is, a critic needs a strong classical liberal arts education.

If you study the arts in college—whether the visual
arts, music, literature, or film—you can learn how to do
the art. You draw, perform music, write poetry, make
movies. You can also learn how to understand the art.
You can analyze paintings, appreciate music, interpret
poetry, and evaluate movies.

These two dimensions are related. Performance class-
es involve the professor and your peers critiquing your
presentations. And if you are going to become good at your
art, you also need to learn how to critique yourself.

But it is also possible to specialize on the critical side.
Most English majors focus on literary criticism. In fact,
critical theory is currently dominating the field, to the
point of sometimes overshadowing the great authors. A
promising subfield for would-be critics is the history of
the art form. You will learn much about aesthetics from
courses in literary history, music history, and art history.

You do not, however, have to be a professional artist
or a professional scholar or journalistic review-writer to
be involved with aesthetics.
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Cooking a good meal, painting and decorating the
house, making yourself presentable when you get dressed
are all manifestations of artistry in everyday life. These or-
dinary activities call for the exercise of aesthetic taste.

Going to a movie, listening to your iTunes, reading
for pleasure, watching TV are all examples of receiving
works of art. You can consume artistic dreck that con-
taminates your intellect and your morals. Or you can take
in art that enriches your life.

In our entertainment-saturated culture, understand-
ing aesthetics and cultivating high aesthetic standards
have become survival skills.

I have sometimes overheard some of my students talk-
ing about what they did last weekend, and one of them will
make an innocent remark, “That was a really good movie.”

Whereupon I jump into the conversation. “What was
good about it?”

“Uh, I don’'t know.”

“Was the movie good because it conveyed a profound
insight into moral behavior?” I will say, as the student
looks around for an escape.

“Not really.”

“Was the movie good because of the excellent con-
struction of its plot?”

“No. It really didn’t have much of a plot.”

“Was the movie good because it had good acting?
Good camera work? Was it well edited?”

“I'really didn’t notice.”

“So what was so good about the movie?”

“Well, I really liked when they had the big car chase,
and they had some really cool explosions, and at the end
when the bad guy was killed his guts all came out. It was
an awesome movie!”
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At that point, saving for another day a discussion
about the sublime, I say, “Oh, I get it. You liked the movie.
You didn’t mean that the movie was good. You just meant
that you liked it.”

I then go on to help the fledgling critic see the dif-
ference between saying something is “good” and saying,
“I like it.” The former tells us something about the work.
The latter tells me something about him.

We can “like” things that are not “good.” In fact, such
is our fallen nature that we have a proclivity for liking
things that are bad.

To take an innocent example, we take pleasure in food
that is, as we say, “bad for us.” We gorge ourselves with
sugar and fat in all its various guises, even though a steady
diet of such fare makes us fat, decays our teeth, and de-
stroys our health. Still, we “like it.” For some people, that is
all that matters. Or, to take a guilty example, we take plea-
sure in sin, in activities that are morally “bad.”

This is what many movies and other popular enter-
tainment forms exploit. It is possible to make a movie
that is aesthetically good—one that is technically ex-
cellent, that conveys a valuable meaning, a work of art
whose form effectively conveys its theme, a movie with
actors and directors and cinematographers and writers
who display a high level of skill and craft. But a movie
like that is hard to make.

It is far easier to get people to “like” a movie by bring-
ing in a beautiful actress and having her take off her
clothes, or by appealing to viewers’ latent sadism with a
ramped up torture scene. Viewers also “like” the feeling
of rebellion that can come from admiring an immoral
hero or from mocking good institutions, such as the fam-
ily or the church.

Aesthetics does have to do with taking pleasure in
something. It does have a subjective element, the enjoy-
ment of a work of art or a natural phenomenon. But aes-
thetics also has an objective element, having to do with
the perception of qualities in a work of art, as well as the
ability to make evaluative judgments based on objective
standards.

I am not saying that aesthetic criteria are the only
pleasure we can take from a work of art. Some pleasures
are innocent. There is nothing wrong with eating junk
food occasionally, as long as it doesn’t dominate our diet.
There is nothing wrong with enjoying a movie for its car
chases, even though the rest of it is incredibly stupid and
ineptly put together. We can even enjoy movies that are
so bad they are unintentionally hilarious, as in Plan 9
from Outer Space.

Some people, though, eat so much junk food that
they “like” nothing else, destroying their taste for good,

healthful, wholesome food. And some people “like” noth-
ing but entertainment that gives them cheap thrills and so
cut themselves off from works of beauty and meaning.

This is the condition of many people today. They are
culturally obese, out-of-shape, and malnourished. They
require constant stimulation; otherwise, they succumb to
that chronic spiritual ailment of our times: boredom.

According to the classical Christian writers, chronic
boredom can be part of the sin of sloth, a spiritual laziness
that can grow into a paralyzing apathy. Those who are
chronically bored often treat their condition by pursuing
ever greater sensations, including the overtly sinful kinds.

In contrast, the Bible teaches us to cultivate high
standards: “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever
is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever
is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excel-
lence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about
these things” (Phil. 4:8).

Often called
the “worst
movie ever
made,” the

1959 sci-fi film

Plan 9 from
Outer Space

is about aliens
who, in hopes
of stopping
mankind from
developing a
doomsday weap-
on, create zombies
to get the planet’s
attention.




VocaTIO

There is a “whatever” of contemporary boredom.
Here, though, we have “whatevers” that open us up to the
best of what life has to offer. This is a list of what is good,
including not only the moral (“whatever is honorable . ..
just...pure”) and the intellectual (“Whatever is true”) but
also the aesthetic (“whatever is lovely ... commendable . .
.any excellence ... anything worthy of praise”).

Learning to “like” (subjectively) what is “good” (objec-
tively) is what we mean by developing good taste.

Christians should develop good taste. Not because
there is any spiritual or even moral merit in good taste,
in itself. But beauty is better than ugliness; and good art
is something of an antidote to bad art. Christians should
equip themselves to tell the difference and to prefer the
good to the bad.

In our current pop culture we are immersed in enter-
tainment that is decadent, immoral, and mind-dissolving.
It generally conveys a worldview that is utterly hostile to
that of the Bible. Since God is the source of true beauty,
art that is truly beautiful will tend to conform to His will.

Usually what is beautiful accords with what is true
and what is good. The moral flaws in a work often turn
out to be aesthetic flaws also, such as when a complex
and involving plot is interrupted for a sex scene, causing
the audience to respond with a different kind of pleasure
and thus breaking the aesthetic spell.

This is not always the case, however. Some well-
written literature advances a false worldview. Sometimes
the form of a work is beautiful or sublime, while the
content it communicates is false. Awareness of aesthet-
ics, though, enables you to make that kind of distinction.
This frees you to appreciate the form while refusing to let
it manipulate you into accepting the content.

Conversely, sometimes the content is true and
good—indeed, Christian—though the form is aestheti-
cally bad. Thus the plethora of embarrassing Christian
music, romance novels, movies, and knickknacks that fill
up the shelves of so many Christian bookstores. Now a
Christian might agree with the message of a Christian ro-
mance novel and might even “like it.” But a poorly-written
novel, whatever its message, will generally have little last-
ing impact—on Christians, much less non-Christians—
and it will have zero influence on the culture as a whole.

As 1 hope you are noticing in the Omnibus series,
Christians have an aesthetic legacy that is unparalleled
by any other worldview. The heirs of Rembrandt and
Bach, T.S. Eliot and Tolkien, Hopkins, Donne, Herbert,
Milton, Shakespeare ... and the list could be extended in-
definitely, should aspire to create and to enjoy work that

is simultaneously true and good and beautiful, thereby
glorifying God and edifying man.

But the Christian appreciation for aesthetics must go
beyond the important but separate question of whether
or not the artist was a Christian. Christians are empow-
ered to appreciate beauty wherever they find it and to
turn it into an occasion for glorifying God.

Ruskin observed that when we experience beauty,
we are also filled with a sensation of thanksgiving and
praise. We are grateful for what we see or hear, and we
praise whoever made it possible. When we see a beauti-
ful tree, we are thankful for that tree, and we praise the
One who made it. When we hear a beautiful song, we are
thankful and full of praise—to whom?

Some people see no further than the artist who cre-
ated the art, with their thanksgiving and praise going
entirely to him, turning themselves into often-pathetic,
star-worshipping fans. Christians can appreciate the art-
ist, but they can also see through him to Someone loom-
ing behind the artist’s talents. God Himself is the source
of every good and perfect gift (James 1:17). Christians, in
faith, can recognize the greater Artist behind the artist,
the One who bestowed the artist’s gifts and who creates
beauty through the artist'’s vocation. When Christians
perceive the beauty, whether of nature or of art, it be-
comes an occasion to glorify God.

So how can Christians learn to notice the aesthetic
dimension and grow in their tastes? That is, how can we
learn to take pleasure in what is good?

Let me recreate another conversation that I have had
with students. A group of them will be talking about mu-
sic. Someone will say something like this: “Hymns are
boring! Contemporary Christian music is a lot better!”

“Better?” say 1. “In what way?”

“Well, the old hymns have a lot of words I don’t know.
And, the old hymns are like, old. But the praise songs are
more modern, and I can relate to them better.”

“OK,” I say, with considerable self-restraint. “You
don’t understand the hymns. Does that make them bad?”

“No, not really.”

“Which has more to say, a six-stanza hymn, or a
praise stanza that you sing over and over? Which has
more words? Which has more notes?”

“Well, I guess the hymn.”

“Which tells us more about Christ, the Bible, the will
of God, and the Christian life?”

“OK. The hymn.”

“Which has not only one melodic line but different
voices all coming together into a harmony?”

“The hymn.”

“So how can you say that a contemporary praise song
is better than a hymn?”
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“I don’t know!” my interlocutor concludes, “I just like
it better!”

“Ahl” T say. “You don’t mean to say that the praise
song is objectively good. You just mean that you like it bet-
ter.” Whereupon I move to the other discussion
described in the previous section.

I have come to the point where I can -
prove to the satisfaction even of the per- !
son I am debating that, for example, the
music of Mozart is objectively better than
the music of the pop star currently at the
top of the charts.

I hesitate to name the pop star, since
by the time this essay gets into print, that
singer, defended then with such
ardour, will have fallen far out
of fashion. That is one mea-
sure of the difference between
great art and commercially-
churned-out popular art.

The latter wears out its wel-
come; people get tired of
it even sick of it. It has to
give way to the next fash-
ion. Whereas the best art
never ages. | have read
Shakespeare’s Hamlet
probably hundreds of
times, and I still see

new facets of the play
every time I read
it. Whereas I can
hardly sit through
reruns even

of TV shows

that I originally
enjoyed. I never
tire of listen-

ing to Bach’s
Brandenburg Concertos.

The first time I heard “Don’t

Worry, Be Happy,” I found it
catchy. But it wasn't long before
whenever it came on, [ wanted

to shoot my radio.

Nevertheless, my students who
preferred contemporary Christian
music and pop songs do illus-
trate some important principles
of aesthetics. The best art de-
mands understanding. Poorer
art is simple and accessible.
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It makes few demands. It’s easy. Great art, though, is de-
manding. It demands attention. It demands knowledge.
Consider sports. Actually, many aesthetic theorists
consider sports to be equivalent to art. An athlete, like an
artist, performs his exploits for their own sake, seeking

5 to attain standards of excellence.

To enjoy a game of football, you need to under-
stand the game. And the more you understand
it—if you pick up on the different plays, the
blocking patterns, and techniques of the vari-
ous position players—the more you will enjoy
the game.

To enjoy the best music, you need to know

about music. The more you know

about literature, painting, architec-
ture, movies—or baseball, wood-
working, or cars—the more you
will enjoy them. And also, the

. more you will be able to make

judgments about them.

My daughter, currently an

Omnibus teacher, was in

the Milwaukee youth or-
chestra when she was a
kid. Playing the violin in a
youth orchestra is a com-
petitive sport, with every-
one trying to beat out their
friends and rise through the
ranks from the easy ensem-
bles all the way up to the
higher-ranked orchestras.
The program also offered
a music theory course,
teaching the concepts be-
hind the music.

That was the time
when heavy-metal, head-
banging music was all the
vogue. Many Christian
parents we knew had all
kinds of conflicts with
their teenagers over the

salacious content and
purposefully  rebellious
attitude cultivated in this
music. But we never had
any problems like that.

Our daughter dismissed

- her friends’ music not be-

- cause of its immorality
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but because she knew about music. “That stuff just has
three chords!” she told me. There just wasn’t enough to
that kind of music to interest her. Another time, when
their conductor made them play some atonal modernist
abstract music, she and her friends whined and com-
plained until they could play music they could really en-
joy— specifically, Mozart.

You need to understand the art form before you can
enjoy it at its highest level. This is why you take music les-
sons, go out for sports, and study Omnibus.

I really couldn’t expect those students I was torment-
ing to know any better, though as their professor I was
trying to teach them to open their sensibilities to higher
things. It also wasn't completely fair to compare rock
groups to Mozart.

Different genres of art have their own standards.
Within a genre, it is also possible to perceive different
levels of merit. Some pop stars are better singers than
others, which makes American Idol possible. Some rock
musicians thrash their guitars to make noise. Then there
is Eric Clapton, a guitar virtuoso.

In the genre of country music, Hank Williams, Patsy
Cline, and Merle Haggard are objectively better than the
latest hot act on country radio. By the standards of cre-
ativity, musicianship, and originality, these artists are far
better than those of lesser talent who simply follow con-
ventions and trade on their good looks.

We can apply aesthetic standards on nearly every lev-
el. The principle of complexity and unity? That describes
an Eric Clapton guitar solo, a riff by Aretha Franklin, and
aJohnny Cash ballad.

Some genres have such complexity and unity built
in. We have discussed how in a Bach concerto all of the
instruments are playing different music, which never-
theless coheres into a whole. That is also a good descrip-
tion of jazz.

Whereas classical music has been composed so that
the musicians are following a score, jazz depends on im-
provisation. Each musician makes it up as the music goes
along, though the whole ensemble is following a strict
chord progression and must listen carefully to every
other member in the group so that they play off of each
other so as to avoid cacophony. Jazz, arguably, grows out
of a different worldview—one that values individualism
and existential self-invention—as opposed to Bach’s ob-
jective, God-centered ordering. But jazz requires the very
highest musicianship.

Bluegrass is similar to jazz. It too demands musicians
that are creative enough to improvise. Taking traditional
tunes as a jumping off point, bluegrass musicians trade
off solos at blinding speeds.

One might say that the highest form of American

popular music is jazz, and that the highest form of
American country music is bluegrass. There is just more
going on in jazz and bluegrass than in a three-chord rock
song or honky-tonk ballad. A still higher form of music is
classical orchestral music, which is capable of even more
musical complexity.

This is not to say that songs in the simpler genres
cannot be complex and unified in their own terms. We
should look for quality and appreciate excellence of ev-
ery kind. You should develop aesthetic taste. But don't
become an aesthetic snob.

Another concept that will help you cultivate your
taste is the distinction between the levels of culture. As
the Christian culture critic Kenneth Myers explains
in his book All God’s Children and Blue Suede Shoes,
works of art exist in the folk culture, the high culture,
and the pop culture.

Folk culture is the product of a historical commu-
nity. It is traditional, conservative, and communal. When
it comes to works of art, no one person wrote the fairy
tale Cinderella, or composed the ballad “Barbara Allen,”
or patented the recipe for barbecued ribs. All of these
were passed down from generation to generation, with
different families creating their own variations. We
have regional folk cultures—that of the deep South, New
England, the wild West, the different neighborhoods
of Chicago—and we have ethnic cultures with roots in
Africa, Italy, Scotland, and wherever.

High culture is the product of talented individuals
who create contributions that everyone else can then
draw on. High culture grows out of education and ge-
nius. Great statesmen such as George Washington
and Thomas Jefferson, inventors like Thomas Edison
and Bill Gates have contributed immeasurably to our
American culture. The great poets, painters, and think-
ers that you read and learn about in Omnibus have giv-
en us our high culture.

Pop culture, according to Myers, has to do with the
commercial realm. It is entertaining, technologically-
driven, and instantaneously gratifying. Pop culture goes
in and out of fashion. Pop culture turns art into a com-
modity to buy and sell. Achieving popularity and thus
making money is its only purpose.

What determines whether or not a television show
stays on the air is not its valuable moral lessons (the
concern of folk culture) or its aesthetics merits (the
concern of high culture), but its ratings. Networks will
put on anything that will draw an audience. Music ex-
ecutives give out recording contracts not so much to
the most talented musician but to performers whose
music, for one reason or another, will sell. The enter-
tainment industry does depend on the talent of the
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high culture—musicians, actors, photographers, tech-
nicians—but the artists often end up frustrated by the
commercial demands of the marketplace, which some-
times distorts or degrades the artistic impulse.

Food in the folk culture is your grandmother’s home
cooking; food in the high culture is a gourmet meal cre-
ated by a chef in a fine restaurant; food in the pop culture
is a hamburger wrapped in paper shoved at you from a
drive-through window. There is nothing wrong with eat-

your only artistic diet is pop culture, you will be aestheti-
cally malnourished and you will miss out on some of the
deepest and most edifying pleasures.

Pop culture traffics in what we “like,” rather than
what is “good.” Though it sometimes attracts us with
cheap tricks such as sex and sadistic violence, pop culture
can be innocent. The problem with pop culture is that it
drives out the other kinds of culture. As Neil Postman
has shown in his book Amusing Ourselves to Death, the

In Angle of a Dream painter Joel Sheesley uses reflective surfaces to pose an interesting riddle for one of the
20th century’s major concerns about painting: its persistent valorization of “flatness.” Two dimensional reflec-
tive surfaces simultaneously embody three dimensional space. Sheesley is interested in the dynamic tension
between abstraction and representation; between the virtues of analytic reduction and metaphorical expansion.

ing a fast-food hamburger. But if that is all you eat, you
will not only develop malnutrition, you will miss out on
the love and good company of a family meal and the
heights of deliciousness of a fine meal.

Similarly, I am not against all pop culture. Again,
even within pop culture, there are gradations of excel-
lence, and it is possible to develop a taste for the best TV
shows, the best rock music, and the best fast food. But if

entertainment mentality is now taking over every other
cultural realm, from education (where high culture is
supposed to be cultivated) to the church (whose hymns
and customs reach deep into the folk culture and whose
theology and scholarship exemplifies the high culture).
The antidote to the pop culture diet is to make a point
of enjoying also the folk culture and the high culture.
I myself love the blues, an art form that emerged from
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the folk culture of poverty-stricken black Southerners.
I also love traditional country music, an art form that
emerged from the folk culture of poverty-stricken white
Southerners. Later, these strains would be fused together
by artists such as Elvis Presley, and rock 1’ roll was in-
vented. Even after this new art form was co-opted by the
pop culture, in its best examples you can still pick out the
blues stylings in a particularly fine guitar solo and the
country heritage in a particularly plaintive lyric.

So grow your musical sensibility by listening to the
music of the folk culture: to blues and bluegrass; Irish
dirges and Appalachian folk songs. Also listen to music
of the high culture: to Bach and Mozart; jazz artists like
Duke Ellington and Charlie Parker; great singers like
Luciano Pavarati, Mahalia Jackson, and (I would say)
Patsy Cline. Similarly, don’t just watch TV for your en-
tertaining stories. Delve into the fairy tales, myths, and
legends of the world’s folk cultures. Read Shakespeare,
Milton, Dickens, Tolkien, and other masters of the high
culture. All of this will give you a richer aesthetic experi-
ence. You will learn to take pleasure in what is good. You
will develop good taste.

There is one other thing you need to realize as a
Christian going deeply into aesthetics. When you go into
the upper reaches of the art world or of the academic es-
tablishment, you will find that you, as a Christian, have a
profound advantage.

Just as postmodernists reject the true and the good,
they also reject the beautiful. In their relativistic minds,
standards of beauty—like intellectual truth and moral
principles—are nothing more than oppressive construc-
tions by those in power. Since Beauty expresses ideals and
perfections, it needs to be subverted. Thus, many contem-
porary artists create work that is, as they say, “subversive”
and “transgressive.” They make art that is purposefully
ugly. Instead of trying to make their art give aesthetic plea-
sure to their audience, they try to outrage and shock their
audience (thus the art made of excrement and bodily flu-
ids, the blasphemies and desecrations, the pornographic
images and gross-out carnage). Ironically, the biggest en-
emies of art today happen to be artists.

This should not surprise us. Those who have no
basis for truth and goodness have no basis for beauty.
Christians, though, do have a basis for them all.

As the secularists create a world that is uglier and ug-
lier, increasingly void of order and meaning, and as they
become capable of no pleasures other than sensuality
and vulgar entertainment, Christians can resist by recov-
ering beauty. The aesthetic treasure that the unbelievers
have thrown away Christians can take up for themselves.
And when Christians go back to creating compelling
works of art like they used to, they will once again shape
Western civilization.

—Gene Edward Veith
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| Cambridge historian Nicholas Pevsner defined a bicycle
shed as a building, as opposed to a cathedral, which is

architecture. Even though architecture exists everywhere,
we use buildings for functional rather than aesthetic
purposes to conduct our lives. Buildings provide protec-
tion from the elements, places for everyday tasks, sites to
give or receive services of all kinds, or stages for formal-
ized rituals and events. Civilizations display their prog-
ress by sponsoring monumental architectural complexes

- composed of both grand and humble buildings, and or-

namental as well as useful structures. Highway systems,
bridges, city blocks, monuments, signage, landscaping,

‘parks, cemeteries, fair grounds, ancient ruins, and mere
_remnants buried in the ground fold into the study of our

built environment. Architectural history also surveys
how to preserve such constructions, from the Native
American mounds of Cahokia to hot dog stands.
Millions of small decisions over the centuries
contribute to the heritage that influences the con-

struction of all spaces today.
Think of architecture as a historical, physi-
cal record of lived experience, revealing human
culture through the lenses of social, politi-
cal, economic, artistic, religious, and tech-
nological movements. Just like a person,
buildings have a life span and house a nar-

rative of events.

. Scripture most often refers to archi-
|, tecture in metaphorical terms, link-
ing structural integrity with moral
mtegnty The fraglhty of the house
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which God eventually “confounded” by scattering the
self-aggrandizing people who built it. “Unless the Lord
builds the house,” the Psalmist warns (127:1), the build-
ers labor in vain. What matters primarily to God about
architecture is how one uses it: protecting cities with
watchtowers is acceptable, but conducting pagan rituals
on high is clearly offensive.

The term architecture comes from the Greek and
Latin roots for “chief” (arkhi or archon) and “builder or
carpenter” (tekton), although no one was called an “ar-
chitect” until the sixteenth century. We rarely discover
the identities of the master masons who constructed
lofty cathedrals in what historians later called the Early

-

et
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Leonardo da Vinci's Vitruvian Man

Christian, Carolingian or Ottonian (after various rul-
ers), Romanesque, or Gothic styles. Yet anonymous me-
dieval builders erected high stone vaults and piercing
spires with the simplest tools, and their buildings have
remained upright for centuries. Part of the rebirth that
Renaissance theorists supported involved the refinement
of architectural vocabulary, through formal guidelines
based on ancient Roman ruins. Palladio (1508-1580),
in particular, revived the writings of the first century s.c.
Roman, Vitruvius. Two centuries later, Thomas Jefferson
imported Palladian classicism to the new American re-
public with his plans for Washington, D.C. (1791), the
Virginia capital (1796), and the University of Virginia
Lawn (1817-1826).

Vitruvius defined the primary qualities of architec-
ture with the Latin terms venustas, firmitas, and utilitas—
beauty, strength or structural integrity, and usefulness
or functionality. Over the centuries, many individuals
contributed to the forms we call the classical orders, be-
ginning with the Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian systems,
which include columns, pediments, and sculptural or-
nament, and later expanded by the simple Tuscan and
combined Composite orders. Within each order, strict
proportions operate: for example, a column’s width dic-
tated its height; spaces between classical columns cor-
responded to their height. Such formulas established a
formal classical canon or set of rules for proper propor-
tion, balance, and symmetry (equal-sidedness).

Even though we don’t experience or perceive ideal
proportions when we walk through a space, design-
ing by rules and geometric formulas made classical
Renaissance architecture an intellectual challenge that
even artists like Michelangelo could not resist. Many
treatises attempted to demonstrate how facial or bodily
proportions corresponded to pleasing architectural mea-
surements. Leonardo da Vinci’s iconic Vitruvian Man
placed the ideal body in a circle and a square, with pe-
rimeters that marked the reach of ideal arms and legs.
(Don’t try this at home, though! Our actual measure-
ments are rarely ideal!) The circle and its volumetric
sphere, which appear in rotundas, domes, or halved in
apses and lunettes, represents an endless space that has
no obvious beginning or end, and therefore symbolizes
a perfected whole or eternity. The square and its volu-
metric cube project perfection through tidy mathemati-
cal formulas based on equal sides. Squares and circles
appear regularly in planning formulas for Renaissance
buildings, which are not discernible to the eye, but easily
visible in the decorative patterns on floors and walls (see
San Lorenzo, including Michelangelo’s New Sacristy).
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We can learn about architecture by “reading” certain
types of diagrams. The site plan shows what “footprint”
the building makes on its property. A flattened floor plan
displays a building’s layout on the ground, revealing
walls, doorways, openings for windows, and features like
columns on each level, as if the roof had been lifted off.
In vertical terms, illustrations of the elevation or facade
of a building show how its exterior walls look. Cutaways
or cross-sections “slice” through the building width- or
length-wise and give some sense of the proportion or spa-
tial design of the interior. Perspective views give a three-
dimensional rendering of the building’s space, more as
it might be experienced in life, and can be tilted at vari-
ous angles for differing views. Occasionally, you may see
exploded or expanded views, which visually explain how
the components of a building fit together. These are help-
ful for understanding the hidden systems that keep the
building running. Consider sketching your own home in
these ways, and you are bound to see it differently.

Architectural history even investigates the familiar
house or apartment where you grew up, which not only
reveals the context of a neighborhood at a certain time
in history, but also figures into regional, national, and
even global movements. Perhaps you have visited the
homes of friends who are more or less privileged than
your family, and you've noticed differences in the qual-
ity of materials, the traffic pattern, or the way rooms are
set up. You can bet that the areas in a house used most
regularly reveal its inhabitants’ lifestyle preferences.
Contemporary houses often feature grand entries (even
though the occupants prefer the garage entrance), huge
entertainment centers (which replaced “family dens”),
and enlarged eat-in kitchens designed for “grazing” rath-
er than formal dining—all concessions to contemporary
life. In fact, housing trends tell us a great deal about the
state of society. For example, severe housing shortages in
America after World War II contributed to the innova-
tion of cheap, cookie cutter housing developments, such
as Levittown. Levitt and Sons, among others, contributed
to the founding of modern suburbia by constructing ef-
ficiently planned neighborhoods (at the rate of 30 homes
per day) in New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and
Puerto Rico, giving middle-class patrons the opportuni-
ty to pursue the American Dream by owning their own
house. Since the 1950s, though, the size of American
homes has expanded by five times, on average, despite
the fact that average family size has decreased. Multiple
garages, larger room sizes, and more storage spaces for
extra “stuff” suggest a period of relative material success.

Architectural style “speaks” to us about the building’s
nature, function, status, or place in history, and every
style that dominates culture for a time tends to be over-
thrown by a subsequent generation. Imitating or reinter-
preting a historical style, which is called historicizing, is a
design approach that reorganizes widely familiar archi-
tectural elements. Architects who oppose historicism try
to invent a new style that reflects their own time period.
Classicism, as the oldest “academic” style, has remained
a constant target: Baroque and Rococo designers had to
tart it up, dressing it up and making it fancy, stretching
its rectangles or circles into oblongs and ovals; Victorians
tired of its predictable repetition; modernists simply hat-
ed revisiting older styles, wanting an architecture that
suited modern times; postmodernists injected a sense of
irony by lampooning, in some ways, the classic features
of classicism—summed up by Michael Graves' Team
Disney Building in California (1991), which features the
Seven Dwarves holding up a pediment.

Classicists felt that orderly architecture promoted
orderly society. This idea of architecture as an abstract
or ideal, rather than a purely physical construction, has
roots in the writings of Plato and finds expression in the
development of the classical temple structure in Greece
(e.g, the Parthenon, fifth century B.c.). Ever wonder why so
many buildings in Washington, D.C. feature triangular
pediments, fluted columns of white marble, and classical
statues? Thank Pericles, the great statesman of ancient
Athens, who attempted to project a sense of political per-
manence and power through an ensemble of incredible
buildings on the Acropolis. Unfortunately, Athens fell
to the Spartans two decades after the Parthenon was
completed, proving that a grand architectural statement,
in effect, was powerless to prevent military defeat. And
yet, classical Greek or Roman features still symbolize the
strength and endurance of democracy, particularly in
Washington.

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
the main academies in France, Britain, and America ac-
cepted nothing less than Greco-Roman classicism as the
basis for an enduring, universal expression of Western
civilization. However, during the Victorian period (based
on the reign of England’s Queen Victoria from 1837 to
1901), architects firmly rejected the regimentation of clas-
sical white marble pediments and columns. Victorian
designers preferred to mix and match exotic, foreign, and
eccentric elements for a picturesque, visually stimulating
effect, studding their architecture with color, shapes, tex-
tures, and depth. Some Victorian approaches, such as the
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Arts and Crafts movement started by England’s William
Morris, began as critiques against the impersonality of the
Industrial Revolution, advocating a return to handcrafted
yet affordable art, and medieval guild systems. Arts and
Crafts designers around the world coordinated ensembles
of matching architecture, furniture, wallpapers, textiles,
stained glass, original art and landscape treatments.
Other Victorian architects felt convicted that “mod-
ernization” meant combining industrial solutions with
aesthetic design and began adapting the huge metal truss-
es that supported major train stations, colossal market
buildings, factories, and glass-walled garden conserva-
tories to non-industrial projects. Mid-nineteenth-century
masterworks that exhibit both technical daring and ar-
tistic beauty include Henri Labrouste’s Ste. Genevieve
Library in Paris, Joseph Paxton’s temporary glass and
cast iron Crystal Palace, and Deane and Woodward’s
Oxford Museum of Natural History (influenced by John
Ruskin). While Ruskin accepted the use of glass sup-
ported by cast iron columns, his editorials always urged
a return to Gothic motifs and forms, which were called
“Christian pointed architecture” at the time. Ruskin and
AW.N. Pugin, in particular, advocated medieval styles as

more “authentic” to Britain and more “moral” than pagan
neoclassical architecture.

As Victorian taste began fading in popularity, a com-
mittee of America’s most prominent architects presented
a gleaming array of neoclassical buildings ringing an ar-
tificial lagoon at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition
in Chicago. These temporary straw-and plaster-con-
structions, known collectively as “The White City,” in-
spired the redesign of Washington, D.C. in 1901 accord-
ing to the original 1791 plans overseen by Jefferson and
L’Enfant and prompted an urban redesign trend using
classicism called the “City Beautiful” movement.

Modernists in the early twentieth century objected
to both Victorian ornament and the repetitious rules of
classicism, insisting on a “modern” approach to design
that reflected progressive if not futuristic technologies
and materials. German Walter Gropius (1883-1969),
who taught at the Bauhaus and Harvard, argued for ar-
chitecture as the unifier of all other art. An emphasis on
function led to a practical overview of architecture as a
machine with working parts, prompting Le Corbusier’s
statement that “a house is a machine for living in.”

Modernists played with open rather than fixed floor

The Farnsworth House
by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe
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plans, flat roofs, pre-fabricated parts, non-symmetrical
placements of windows or doors, and moveable walls that
presented a planar effect, paralleling art movements like
Cubism and Russian Constructivism. Eventually, a strict
set of rules defined High Modernism, also known as the
International Style after an influential 1932 exhibit because
it could be universally applied to any setting or climate.

As modernists anticipated population explosion
in cities, many embraced the ancient idea that orderly
architecture could order society, or the way people be-
haved, but chose a stripped-down style that has not al-
ways stood the test of time. They founded many inter-
national consortiums, like CIAM, to head off the urgent
challenges of creating architecture for a rapidly expand-
ing world in dire need of affordable mass transportation
and healthier living conditions. As Peter Hall’s Cities of
Tomorrow explains, solutions for better suburban and
urban life existed for centuries but matured during the
Industrial Revolution, when humane village and town
plans for the working class began receiving more no-
tice. In the 1920s, Swiss-born Le Corbusier (1887-1965)
designed the first of several model cities for millions of
people, housed in huge towers surrounded by parks and
hidden highways and train systems.
Germans Mies van der Rohe and
Ludwig Hilberseimer, teaching in
Chicago after World War II, ratio-
nalized a scheme of “superblock”
apartments on a grid, hovering
above extremely sterile mass transit
avenues. Such monumental urban
schemes were rarely realized, ex-
cept in smaller segments, such as
Brasilia, in Brazil, and Corbusier’s
Chandighar in India. Humans, in
the end, are sloppy by nature, creat-
ing garbage, pollution, noise, and vi-
sual chaos that no architectural de-
sign could possibly control. (No one
trained you how to mess up your
room, right? But how often have you
been hounded to pick it up?)

Because postmodern architec-
ture refers not to a specific style
or philosophy, but merely the time
period following modernism, many
scholars consider it a flawed term.
Postmodernists in the 1970s de-
bated vigorously about the direc-
tion architecture ought to take,
leading to a standoff characterized
by a plurality of individual styles.

Some fought against the former dominance of spare
Modernist design by rejecting functionality and em-
bracing ornament and symbolism, as if the past offered
an encyclopedia of recovered meaning. A 1980 exhibit
at the prestigious Venice Biennale, titled “Presence of
the Past” demonstrated that everything—even new
forms of classicism—had been allowed back into ar-
chitectural practice. One group, dubbed “The Whites,”
reinterpreted Le Corbusier's white boxes, hoping to
transcend history as the Modernists had with a “high”
form of architecture (see Meier, Gwathmey, Hejduk,
Eisenman). “The Grays” argued for a “low” form of de-
sign, gleefully muddied by individualistic design ap-
proaches, that appealed more to the public by narrat-
ing a storyline from history and culture (see Venturi,
Scully, Moore). Meanwhile, other architects promoted
“deconstruction” by dismantling our expectations of
architecture along with its very structure, paralleling
Derrida and Foucault’s interrogation of meaning in
language. After their initial introduction to the wider
public at an exhibit in 1988, many deconstructivists al-
tered their radical, theoretical approaches for practical
reasons during the following decade and finally located
the technology to actually build such chaotic forms (see
Libeskind, Gehry, Eisenman).

The realization that most humans generally prefer
variety and surprise in their daily environments led post-
modernists to design more humane urban complexes.
One excellent example of this New Urbanism appears in
The Truman Show movie, set in a digitally modified ver-
sion of an actual town in Seaside, Florida. Here, a combi-
nation of carefully proportioned house designs contrib-
utes to a tidy yet diverse looking neighborhood which
rings the town’s service core. Everything optimizes the
beautiful ocean sunsets. Some individuals protest New
Urbanism precisely because a plan that presumes to an-
ticipate everyone’s needs and habits reduces actual life
into a caricature of aesthetic perfection. Another stream
of architecture, defined by some as Critical Regionalism,
embraced the natural building practices and materials
of non-Western cultures, intentionally modeling archi-
tecture on the simpler but efficient inventions of folk
life (see India-born, MIT-trained Charles Correa). Late
twentieth-century scholars began seeing the value in
vernacular buildings for everyday use (such as barns
and gas stations) or noticing trends in simple housing
forms (such as the bungalow)—structures that regularly
serve the majority of the population. Recent scholarship
emphasizes the fact that distinctive regional forms of
architecture project the same validity and vitality as uni-
versal, monumental, or classical forms, and deserve to be
investigated with the same rigor.
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Fallingwater,sor
Kaufmann Residence,

is a house'designed

by American architect
Frank Lloyd Wright'in
1935 infrural southwest-
ern Pennsylvania. The
home was built partly
over a waterfall on Bear
Run.[Given the humid
envitonment from the
running water, mold has?
proven a problem. The
elder Kaufmann called
Fallingwater a “seven
bucket building” for its
leaks and nicknamed

it “Rising Mildew."
Condensation under
roofing membranes was
also an issue due to the
lack of a thermal break.

Unlike twentieth-century artists who intentionally
subverted meaning, structure, and discipline to test the
relevance of art, architects have always had to produce
edifices that function and remain standing. Through
time, architects tested the ideals and rules of a “pure” or
predominating style, such as classicism, against forms ex-
trapolated from observed nature or inspired by personal
imagination. Ayn Rand’s novel The Fountainhead (1943)
highlights the intense struggle between classicists and
modernists. Commentators writing on one of the most
prominent American architects, Frank Lloyd Wright
(1867-1959), described his early Prairie-style homes
as “organic” because Wright's designs allowed the best
views of nature, brought the most pleasing natural ef-
fects into the house, and seamlessly meshed built forms
with the surrounding environment. Postmodernist Frank
Gehry (b. 1929), who innovated the “Bilbao Effect” with
his famous titanium-sheathed Guggenheim Museum in
Spain, epitomizes design processed by the imagination,
with self-derived forms, rather than by rules or nature.
Gehry sketches freehand forms, and then contracts com-
puter programmers to figure out how to construct his
ideas. This approach results in freeform architecture

that encases interior spaces, like art galleries, in billow-
ing, metallic folds that ambiguously suggest sails, boats,
fish scales, or the shape of wind blowing. Charles Jencks,
one of the first scholars to argue that postmodern archi-
tecture sought to reclaim language and symbolism after
the failure of Modernism, calls Gehry’s buildings “iconic
architecture,” because they become “icons” in their own
right, without referring to anything but themselves.

Of course, the greatest dilemma facing contempo-
rary architects involves the combined impacts of popu-
lation growth and environmental issues aggravated by
our abuse of natural resources and pollution. Given the
Genesis mandate to care for the environment, one would
expect Christians to maintain a higher profile in this
discussion. In general, developers heartlessly scrape all
the trees off their plots, for efficiency, and plunk houses
down without considering the direction of sunlight, wind
patterns, or natural features of the property, because it
costs them less. Conscientious architects are trained to
make environmentally responsible choices and to posi-
tion the building in a way that preserves as much of the
landscape’s natural features as possible.

While we can point out “Christian buildings,” we
rarely, if ever, hear someone described as a “Christian
architect.” Church building commissions don’t generally
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inspect the character, morality, or religious convictions
of the firms they hire. They simply want a good, afford-
able, and serviceable building. In the larger cultural
sphere of architectural endeavor, however, a definitive
Christian response is lacking in the important fields of
urban design, green technologies, and aesthetic integ-
rity. Clearly, there is a natural tension between the call to
focus on the spiritual future of redemption and eternal
life, and the need to build our environment responsibly.
Academically, the historical period called “Christian
Art and Architecture” corresponds specifically to the
growth of the early Christian church, from the fourth to
eighth centuries, when Rome, Ravenna, and Byzantium
became established as centers of a powerful ecclesiastic
system sponsored by emperors and kings, starting with
Constantine’s Edict of Milan in 312. After this point,
church officials wanted to project power, so they adopted
basilica or rotunda formats from Roman imperial ar-
chitecture for their early churches, starting in the fourth
century. The reasons for this are, of course, complicated.
Some church leaders, no doubt, wanted to project their
own personal power and authority. Some chose this form
to highlight Christ's authority and kingship. Many ad-
opted it because it was the popular style of architecture
for meaningful public buildings in the Roman Empire.

Basilica, which translates from Latin as “hall of kings,”
provided an efficient rectangular format with side aisles
that facilitated royal and liturgical processions. Early
Christian builders translated the apse end of Roman
basilicas, which contained a monumental statue of the
reigning emperor, into a half-circle shape on the eastern
end of the building (where the sun rises, and the focal
point of the altar is located). Using the body metaphor,
the apse represents the “head” of the body, and Jesus
Christ is the head of the church.

Interestingly enough, architectural history textbooks
never question the validity of church architecture from
the fourth to sixteenth centuries, but the category gradu-
ally evaporates from the narrative and disappears al-
together by the late modern era. Beyond Le Corbusier’s
1955 Notre Dame du Haut in Ronchamp, which eminent
Berkeley historian Spiro Kostof called a twentieth-cen-
tury masterpiece, one hardly sees any discussion about
contemporary ecclesiastic design in academic journals.
This legacy of the Modernist discussion arose from an
assumption that faith in the West was on its way out,
resulting in the marginalization of modern church ar-
chitecture. Publications like Faith and Form entertain
the topic in a non-critical, non-theoretical and mostly
descriptive way. Many useful books go into depth on the

The adobe- and pueblo-inspired Cathedral
of Our Lady of Angels
in Los Angeles




VocaTIO

entire historical narrative of ecclesiastic architecture (see
Richard Kieckhefer, Judith Dupree, Thomas Barrie, or
Mark Torgerson), but few address the reasons for the gap
between the critical literature about traditional church
architecture versus its contemporary expressions.

That this gap exists at all is all quite interesting in
light of the fact that every major twentieth- and twenty-
first-century architect, regardless of personal faith, has
competed for major commissions to design sacred spac-
es. Resolving the design for a space with such lengthy
historical roots in the record of human history tantalizes
architects, who must use physical materials to construct
a place for sublime, spiritual experience. Mario Botta’s
striped cylindrical churches, Richard Meier’s bisected
spheres for the Jubilee Church in Rome, or Raphael
Moneo’s adobe- and pueblo-inspired Our Lady of

he_g_rystal
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Angels Cathedral over the Los Angeles freeway repre-
sent a few contemporary responses. “Seeker sensitive”
and megachurch movements have required huge build-
ing programs but rarely sponsor a “signature” style. One
exception might be Reverend Robert Schuller’s church
campus, which moved far beyond its origins at a drive-in
theater by commissioning the glassy, $72-million Crystal
Cathedral in Orange Grove, California, designed by lead-
ing American architect Philip Johnson (1906-2005).

Regardless of the “high” architecture discussion about
churches, our landscapes are punctuated by church
buildings of every kind, in numbers that defy calculation.
Many of us have even worshipped on fields, in temporary
structures, under tents, in high school auditoriums, or in
boring cube-like gymnasium spaces and still experienced
spiritual connection just as surely as we might have in a
medieval Romanesque or Gothic cathedral. We can actu-
ally pray to God or worship anywhere. Typically, however,
we do not worship just anywhere, but construct worship
halls that specifically provide a place for our spiritual in-
teractions with God and that intentionally incarnate our
deepest theological convictions. More seminaries and di-
vinity schools ought to prepare their students in ministry
for building campaigns. Rather than sponsoring merely
adequate vessels for Christian endeavors, why shouldn’t
the buildings associated with our faith exhibit blazing cre-
ativity? Most new churches fall back on classicism as a
default style, without thinking through the symbolic im-
plications. They can buy the elements more cheaply than
ever, produced in hollow vinyl or aluminum for Lowes or
Home Depot, but what does this artificial classicism actu-
ally “say” about the endurance of our faith?

If we consider architecture as a language, there are
many different dialects, or choices, that can convey re-
flections of God’s identity, knowledge and precepts in ar-
chitectural form—although individuals may argue long
and loud about their bias towards classical, Byzantine,
or various traditional formats. Why not sponsor build-
ings that converse with the God-given delights of nature?
Show originality? Turn on a concept that the congrega-
tion holds dear, such as reconciliation, community, or
love? Model the store of infinite creativity that we are
connected to, as beings made in the image of an infi-
nite Creator? Contemporary church buildings need
not offer some of the worst clichés in architecture. Not
surprisingly, one of the largest congregations on earth,
Joel Osteen’s Lakewood Church, meets in a bland for-
mer football superdome, plus stage lighting. When the
Anaheim Vineyard outgrew its supermarket warehouse,
what did it build for millions of dollars? A bland super-
market warehouse-like building! Have we such limited
abilities to innovate?
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Where are the Christians in urban design? Augustine,
in particular, brought attention to the metaphorical par-
allels and contrasts between the City of God and the City
of Man, but overall we would have to conclude that most
city housing projects around the world have failed their
occupants. Those that work tend to relate to the depth of
community commitments. Not only do we lack individu-
als willing to identify themselves as believers who have
made significant impact on urban improvement, but we
also lack specifically architectural analyses of note on
the topic by Christians. Who will bring redemption to
this field? Who will fight the good fights for those who
cannot afford decent housing?

Christians in general seem somewhat resistant to
the green conversation, even though our calling to be
good stewards of the created world relates so directly
to the Genesis mandate about our dominion over the
earth. Increasingly, architects building new churches
are attempting to persuade church congregations to
pay for green roof systems, rainfall recycling, reused
and reusable building materials, and passive heating or
cooling technologies that do not require oil, coal, or gas
in the long run. Responsible stewardship of our finan-
cial resources, as well as the natural resources granted
to us, allows future generations to thrive. While green
technologies may cost more initially, the end result can
provide substantial savings in energy costs and can
certainly benefit the environment. Christians should
not be “green” because it is currently trendy, although
it is, and they should not be compromised by any pan-
theistic theologies concerning the environment or po-
litical coercions in the name of saving the planet. But
with that said, there is nothing wrong with good old-
fashioned stewardship. In matters of stewardship and
creation, Christians of all people, should take the lead.

All these questions require Christian responses and
hard work. Christian reactions are a different matter
as far as architecture goes. So many church campaigns
amount to building a big box on a prominent site, as
if bigger is better. If we don’t buy evolutionary theory
wholesale in our science classes, why should we always
support the concept that bigness and grandness shows
success to the unsaved? Why not advocate quality or in-
novation as well as quantity? Does the world really need
another 50- or 150-foot high cross? How about an arrest-
ing, artistic design instead? What if our seminaries, di-
vinity schools, and Christian colleges taught future min-
isters something that actually prepared them for building
campaigns, which some of them will inevitably face, as
well as the history of building?

Your charge as Christians regarding architectural
matters can be summed up quite efficiently. No arena of

activity in this world has too many Christians involved in
it. When you can improve on a building, do so, because
people inherently respond to good (not just adequate
or efficient) architecture. When you can make a choice
that demonstrates good stewardship of the environment,
do so, because God cares for creation, which currently
groans. And finally, if you have the chance to choose
quality over efficiency, think hard about it. Additionally,
if you have the kinds of gifts that architectural training or
construction management might require, go for it! Your
example can bring standards of excellence and integrity
into an area where unscrupulous builders, commercial-
ism, developers’ greed, and scant attention to nature in
the landscape have influenced too much building.

How interesting that the only artist described in detail
in the entire Bible turns out to be invested in the design and
decoration of the Tabernacle. Exodus 35 and 36 describe
an individual with technical proficiency as well as the
right heart and a willing spirit. God, through Moses, spe-
cifically called Bezalel, we are told, and granted him “skill,
intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of craft, to devise
artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, and in
cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood.” Moreover,
Bezalel was an inspired teacher, willing and able to pass
his skills and example on to future generations. Teaching:
always important. Moreover, Bezalel is willing to collabo-
rate and share this calling with Oholiab as well as teams
of others skilled in various crafts. Collaboration, while
hard: always a good teacher. The filling of Bezalel by the
Spirit of God and his willingness to “do the work” suggest
an attunement to the goals of the ultimate Maker, rather
than his own agenda or need for self-realization. Sacrifice
for God is ultimately enriching. Exodus also explains that
Moses has to restrain the people from donating too many
“freewill” offerings to the building campaign—a condition
that rarely, if ever, happens in our own church projects.

Of course, the Tabernacle differs greatly from its more
permanent expression in the Temple of Jerusalem, visu-
alized by Ezekiel, realized by Solomon, and renovated by
Nehemiah and others. Roman soldiers pillaged Herod’s
reconstructed Temple in ADp. 70, leaving only one foun-
dation wall in place—the Wailing Wall, where Jews have
left paper petitions in the mortar cracks for centuries.
By the seventh century, Muslims supplanted both Jews
and Christians on the Temple Mount, crowning it with
an Islamic shrine called the Dome of the Rock to honor
Abraham, Sarah, and the prophet Muhammed. A com-
plicated history underscores the loss of this major Jewish
monument, yet begs the question: did God really want a
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house, or did the people want a house? Didn't God real-
ly want the obedience of the people? Some actively wait
for the third Temple to be reconstructed, but the New
Testament proffers only an unusual substitute.

In 1 Peter 2 we learn that the people of God have be-
come living stones of the new temple. God's answer to the
lack of a building, or a prime location like the Temple
Mount, is community—an unassailable replacement. As
Paul emphasizes in Ephesians 2, “you are no longer for-
eigners and aliens, but fellow citizens ... built on the foun-
dation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus him-
self as the cornerstone.” This Cornerstone, prefigured in
Isaiah 43, is prominent enough to be a “stumbling stone”
to the unsaved, the stiff-necked, the stubborn goats, the
shallowly planted, and the whitewashed sepulchers who
seem perfect on the exterior, but are filled with death in-
side. “Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom,” Paul
argues in 1 Corinthians 1, “but we proclaim Christ cruci-
fied, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles,
but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks... the
power of God and the wisdom of God.” The Cornerstone,
intentionally laid in Zion to trip nonbelievers, will not simi-
larly shame those who repent of their unbelief.

Consequently, every living stone that rests on the
Cornerstone contributes to the building’s soundness,
wholeness, and beauty. You may be a beautifully carved
bracket, or a sturdy slab of stone supporting a wall, hidden
amidst the other stones. You may serve as a gutter spout
or a lowly doorjamb, but you are equal to the window that
allows the glorious light of day to pierce the interior ambi-
ence, and the finial that decoratively tops the roofline and
leads the eye heavenwards. Each living stone contributes
to the total effect, steadfastly supported by the cornerstone.
This portable iteration of community stands firm in the
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wake of all catastrophes and crises. For wherever we are,
as Ephesians 2 concludes, Christ joins the whole building
together, “to become a holy temple . .. built together to be-
come a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.”
The architecture of community makes for a mighty
good building.
—Karen Mulder

For Further Reading

Goldberger, Paul. Why Architecture Matters. New Haven,
Conn.: Yale University Press, 2009.

Jencks, Charles and Karl Kropf. Theories and
Manifestations of Contemporary Architecture. Seattle,
Wash.: Academy Press, 2006.

Kieckhefer, Richard. Theology in Stone: Church
Architecture from Byzantium to Berkeley. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2008.

Kostof, Spiro. A History of Architecture: Settings and
Rituals. New York: Oxford University Press, 1995.

Trachtenburg, Marvin, and Isabelle Hyman. From
Prehistory to Post-modernism. Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice
Hall, 2003.

Torgerson, Mark. An Architecture of Immanence:
Architecture for Worship and Ministry Today. Grand
Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 2007.

Karen L. Mulder, an art and architectural historian, teach-
es for the graduate programs in art history, interior design,
museum design and artist books at the Corcoran College
of Art + Design in Washington, D.C. and has spoken inter-
nationally or written about the arts and faith since 1986.

The people of God have become living stones —-,--—*ﬁ "

of the new Temple: “You also, as living stones,
‘are being built' up_a spiritual*house, a holy.

e :
-~y ) »



BUSINESS

When he was in high school, my third son, Travis, played The song idolizes the idea of being rich by saying,
the lead character, Tevye, in the perennial Broadway hit, “All day long I'd biddy biddy bum, if I were a wealthy
Fiddler on the Roof.1 will never forget Travis's laugh-out- man. I wouldn't have to work hard.” Who doesn't want
loud funny rendition of the song “If I Were a Rich Man”  to make money? Who doesn’t want to be wealthy?! In
as he broke into a shimmy, enjoying the role more than  business the bottom line is to make money and, at least
anyone should be allowed. theoretically, the more the better. In fact, the term bottom
line is a colloquialism that is borrowed from busi-
ness that literally means the last line on an income
statement, which is a tool that you will learn later
is very valuable in business to keep a record of
) s > how a business is doing.
N N The popularity of lotteries and gambling
; establishments such as casinos—both found
increasingly throughout the United
States—is testimony to the fact that
nearly everyone is interested in
having more money. It is also tes-
timony to the fact that they want
it quick and easy—no effort, no
work, no sweat—just like Tevye
envisions his life would be if he
only had money. Fortunately (or
unfortunately, depending on
your view), that is not how God
made the world to work best.
R.C. Sproul has often joked,
“I can understand why ‘a fool
and his money are soon part-
ed’ What I can't understand
is how they ever got together
in the first place” Seeking
wealth in a “something for
nothing, get-rich-quick” way is
not what God intends for us, and
we should not expect it or even want it.
Scripture teaches that hard work is the
means by which we secure the resources
to live. Proverbs is full of on-point wisdom.
In Proverbs 6:6-11 we read,

Go to the ant, you sluggard!

Consider her ways and be wise.
Which, having no captain,

Overseer or ruler,

Provides her supplies in the summer,
And gathers her food in the harvest.
How long will you slumber, O sluggard?
When will you rise up from your sleep?



The oldest operating McDonald’s restaurant is
located at Lakewood Blvd. and Florence Ave. in
Downey, California. The first McDonald’s opened in
1940 in nearby San Bernardino.

Alittle sleep, a little slumber,

Alittle folding of the hands to sleep—

So shall your poverty come on you like a prowler,
And your need like an armed man.

Business, maybe more specifically, work, is the means by
which we make money. Businesses pay wages to employ-
ees. Businesses sometimes provide additional benefits
to employees such as health insurance, funds for retire-
ment plans, memberships in clubs and organizations, or
profit sharing. A business also provides the opportunity
for its owners to make a profit. And, of course, a business
provides goods or services to meet the needs of custom-
ers. Businesses are generally started and sometimes run
by people called entrepreneurs.

An entrepreneur is a person who organizes and
manages any enterprise, especially a business, usually
with considerable initiative and risk. Entrepreneurs start
businesses because they have an idea to provide prod-
ucts or services for which they believe there is a need or
demand—a market. Sometimes they buy existing busi-
nesses because they believe they can make them bigger,
better, and more profitable.

To be an entrepreneur you will need some capital
(money to start or buy a business), an idea to develop,
and a considerable amount of courage. If you are prone
to worry or lose sleep at times when you have consid-
erable responsibilities, you may not be cut out to be an

entrepreneur. But, if you find yourself frequently think-
ing about new ways to do something, are comfortable in
leadership roles and creative, cutting-edge thinking, and
you don’t mind taking risks, then you might have what it
takes to be one.

It is not necessary to be an entrepreneur to be a suc-
cessful businessman, but if you intend to own a business
or be its top leader and grow it to any significant size, the
gifts common among entrepreneurs are essential.

Ray Kroc, the founder of McDonald’s, has a story
worth telling of successful entrepreneurship. An early
job of Ray’s had him selling milkshake makers. One of his
customers was a business in San Bernardino, California,
owned by the McDonald brothers. They were building
more stores and were interested in his product for their
new locations. Ray agreed to work with them, but became
frustrated with their unwillingness to grow as quickly as
he thought they could, so he bought the business from
them. The idea that impressed him enough to buy their
stores was that they had an assembly line approach
called the “Speedee Service System,” which allowed the
restaurant to prepare the customer’s order fast and in-
expensively. He also believed it was important to give the
customer a consistent experience and have the food taste
the same whether it was served in New York or Dallas.
Of course, there were many other great ideas that Ray
and his talented employees instituted. No one needs to
tell you that his formula has worked rather well—billions
and billions of times.

Yet, as good an entrepreneur as Ray was, there always
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seem to be ways to make things better. Dave Thomas,
founder of Wendy’s, no doubt was a keen observer of the
McDonald’s success. He just believed that he could do
some things better. One idea important to his success was
the drive-thru window. Before the early 1970s, neither the
burgeoning McDonald’s restaurant business nor the more
recent Burger King organization had used such a feature
to help customers order and get on their way so quickly.
How long do you think it took for McDonald’s and Burger
King to copy Wendy's and incorporate the idea?

Now if you are a budding entrepreneur, you're dy-
ing to know the answer to a question: What was the
idea that made Burger King, the third restaurant of the
big three fast food restaurants, succeed? There are two
innovations that stand out. The Insta-broiler, which was
required in all franchises from early on and gives their
burgers that “flame-broiled” flavor, and the “have it your
way” mentality were two key ingredients to Burger King's
success. Cooking over an open fire gave Burger King a
taste that many thought better than the grill-top-pre-
pared McDonald’s’ burgers. And Burger King knew early
on that giving a customer their burger exactly the way
they wanted it—“Hold the pickle, hold the lettuce, special
orders don't upset us...”—would be a valuable service for
customers.

This kind of innovation and building on the success
of others has been and will remain key to the success of
future businesses and the entrepre-
neurs that build them. There always
seems to be room for new businesses
with the idea of taking what someone
else has done and making it better.
And, of course, there will always be
room for new inventions and inno-
vations, too. But we are getting ahead
of ourselves a bit. Before we ask dad
for a million to fund our great idea,
we have some basic details to cover.

This balance “sheet,” in the
form of a clay tablet, dates back
to approximately 2040 B.C.
during the Third Dynasty of Ur
in Mesopotamia, around the
time of Abraham. The docu-
ment gives an accounting of
the raw materials used in a bas-
ketry workshop as well as days
worked by the artisans.

What 1s Business?

Business may be defined as “a company or other or-
ganization that buys and sells goods, makes products, or
provides services.”? Providing goods or services for a fee
is generally what a business does. Goods and products
are anything that is physical, such as tiny precision-
milled screws used in watches, a laptop computer, ships
that carry cars across the Atlantic from Germany to a U.S.
port for distribution to car dealerships. Have you ever
wondered where you would go to buy such a ship? Or
how much it would cost?® Services include activities like
real estate sales, legal services, and architectural drawing
by which we might build a house.

Just like a doctor has tools to judge the health of a
patient, the businessman has tools to judge the health
of his business. Like a thermometer, a stethoscope, or a
blood pressure gauge, these tools tell the businessman if
his business is well—or if it is ill.

Financial statements are the tools that show how a
business is doing at any given point in time. Business own-
ers, vendors, investors, and bankers who may be asked to
loan money to a business use these financial statements
to evaluate the company’s performance, and these tools
allow them to see aspects like whether the business is
growing or changing in any way. There are two basic fi-
nancial statements: the first is called a balance sheet, and




An enduring image on the American landscape is that of young entrepreneurs operating roadside lemonade stands.
This youngster is selling squash and cucumbers as well as lemonade. Such scenes are especially common in rural
areas dominated by agriculture. The child-operated roadside stand was famously parodied by Charles Schulz in his
Peanuts comic strip, where Lucy was sometimes shown peddling psychiatric help for “five cents, please.”

the second is called an income statement, which is also
sometimes called a profit and loss statement.

A balance sheet contains three basic categories; as-
sets, liabilities, and capital. The math on a balance sheet
is only correct if assets = liabilities + capital. Assets might
include the money the business has in the bank, money
owed to you as the business owner by customers who
bought something but have not yet paid for it (Accounts
Receivable), the things the business makes to sell, like the
laptop computers mentioned above, and the real estate
the business owns. Assets are generally things with value
that can be sold.

Liabilities include the money you owe for things you
bought but have not yet paid (Accounts Payable), any
amount borrowed from a bank or individual that has

not been repaid, unpaid taxes such as sales tax you have
collected but not yet sent to the government who is owed
them.

Capital is a little trickier. Most businesses need mon-
ey to start, whether it is five dollars to buy the lemons,
sugar, cups, and ice for a lemonade stand or hundreds of
millions of dollars, maybe even billions, to open a ship-
yard to build freighter ships that can carry cars from
Germany to America. There is an adage in business that
says, “It takes money to make money.” This money that
goes into a business at the beginning is called capital.
Investors who put up this money are generally the own-
ers of the business, and they hope their investment will
produce a profit, or a “return on their investment.”

The second basic financial statement, the income
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statement, contains two major categories: income and
expenses. Income is the value a business receives from
the sale of goods or services. Expenses are costs incurred
to operate the business. The cost of paying an employee
is an expense; so is paying rent for an office or store. As
mentioned earlier, businesses generally sell goods or ser-
vices, and sometimes both. The income statement for a
business that sells goods generally has two major types
of expenses: general and administrative expenses and
cost of goods sold (COGS). General and administrative
expenses include salaries, rent, computers, and pencils.
COGS relate directly to the product being sold. If you buy
tea from China or coffee from Juan Valdez in large bags
at the cost of $1.00/lb and repackage it into individual
one-pound bags to sell for $10.00/1b, your COGS would
be the $1.00 per pound. Of course, you would have other
COGS to include, like the bag in which your customer
took home his pound of coffee or tea.

The difference between income and COGS is called
gross profit. Businesses won't survive if their COGS ex-
ceeds their income.

The net profit is the bottom line mentioned above. It
is also the number that connects the income statement to
the balance sheet. Remember the capital section of the
balance sheet? The net profit is a number that is copied
to the balance sheet in the capital section under the line
called retained earnings. This connection between the
two reports is how we know that we have some chance
of having accurate reports on the business.

Here is a typical skeleton income statement for a
business that sells goods:

Income
- COGS
Gross Profit

- Expenses (General & Administrative)
Net Profit (also called Net Income)

Now all this may seem rather dry and boring. Be as-
sured, to a business owner it is not—nor to an inves-
tor or potential investor. In fact, there are very wealthy

investors who have become so good at reading financial
statements—both what is recorded in them and what
cannot be recorded in them because of the general

rules used to keep them—that they have made
hundreds of millions of dollars primarily by hon-
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be one point behind in a basketball game and choose to
hold the ball with 10 seconds left rather than drive for a
layup because you assume you are ahead and have no
information to tell you for sure. Good bookkeeping (and
producing good financial reports) is key to running a
business well, but it's not the only area.

Other major areas of business include sales and mar-
keting, legal and accounting, operations, human resourc-
es, information technology, and sometimes, research and
development.

It is often said that nothing happens until someone
sells something. A broad statement like this has some
truth in its shock value. Yet sales and marketing are ex-
tremely important in most businesses. The concept of
sales is fairly easily understood. Marketing is what is done
to make sales happen, the means to develop a business
and advertising (like television commercials or radio ads).
If you start a business in your garage to sell putters to golf-
ers, you had better have a plan for making people aware
that your putters exist and that they are better than other
putters, or maybe as good but at a lower price.

Karsten Solheim, the engineer who invented Ping golf
clubs, actually did start his business in his garage. And
he did have a better idea for putters. In the 1960s most
putters were fairly simple and simple looking. However,
as an engineer and avid golfer, he knew that one reason
for missed putts was not striking the ball in the center of
the putter, the “sweet spot.” He realized that if he moved
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ing their skills at reading these statements of busi-
nesses in which they then have invested.

The “score-keeping” described above is only one
area of business—albeit a very important one—and
it is generally called bookkeeping. Imagine playing a
sporting event without knowing the score. You might
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much of the weight of the putter to each end of it that
a putt struck slightly off center was less adversely af-
fected and was more likely to find the hole because the
spreading of the weight of the putter like this effectively
enlarged the sweet spot. It was genius, but to succeed in
business takes more than a good idea. How were golfers
going to hear about this ingenious putter and be willing
to try it themselves? Fortunately, Solheim was able to
convince some professional golfers to give it a try. When
Babe Hiskey won a professional tournament using his
putter, the business had good exposure and publicity that
even all the money in adverting cannot buy. Nothing sells
like success.

Today’s world requires businesses to pay close atten-
tion to numerous areas that add very little to productiv-
ity and would be a waste of time and other resources if
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there was an alternative. Two of these areas are legal and
accounting. Laws provide operating rules for societies.
Murder is illegal; so is stealing. These, of course are good
laws. But what if you wanted to name your new beverage
business Coca-Cola? Do you think you could? Probably
for about as long as it would take some powerful Atlanta
lawyer to dial your phone number. While it seems a good
thing to avoid confusion in the marketplace by protect-
ing the name of a business or product with trademarks
or copyrights, doing so adds nothing to productivity.
However, legal protection is very important if you are try-
ing to guard your invention or copyright from a competi-
tor who is trying to steal your idea or brand name. Herein
lies an interesting dilemma for the business owner be-
cause he is routinely faced with more issues than just
making a great product or providing a wonderful service.
If your business can bang out ump-
teen thousand cans of soda per hour
but someone else is allowed to steal
the formula and duplicate what you
make without the same costs, you
quickly realize that these protective
efforts are important, too.

Even more of a drain on pro-
ductivity is keeping record of taxes,
paying taxes, and tax planning. In
the United States our national, state,
and local tax laws are so complex
that an enormous amount of time,
money, and effort for any business
must be dedicated toward this is-
sue and away from the purpose of
the business. Today, for some good
reasons and some not-so-good, en-
vironmental concerns and laws have
added a huge layer of administrative
bureaucracy to operating certain
businesses.

Accounting, which includes
bookkeeping, requires dedicating
enormous resources to produce re-
quired reports for tax purposes—
another drain on the productivity
of most businesses. On the positive
side, accounting in general provides

One of the most successful
brands ever conceived is Coca-
Cola. First sold in 1886 at a drug-
store in Atlanta, Georgia, Coca-
Cola was a non-alcoholic version
of a beverage originally blending
wine and cocaine.
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a standardized set of guidelines called Generally Accepted
Accounting Principles (GAAP). GAAP does have the effect
of standardizing the marketplace in the way business re-
sults are reported. You can probably see how this would
be very helpful to an investor considering the merits of
investing in one business against another.

Legal and accounting issues are presently so im-
portant that they are routinely a key to success in any
business. Consequently, it is highly recommend to any
college student pursuing a degree in any business field
to take numerous courses in accounting and business
law. They will likely prove quite valuable for the indefi-
nite future.

The area generally called operations includes the
routine functions of the business. Let's say your business
still makes beverages even though it goes by a less-
known name than you originally planned.
Operations would include keeping the
building and equipment you use in
good working order, making sure
you have the materials needed
to make the drinks that have
been ordered so you can
get them to your customers
promptly, and a whole host
of other activities that are
done in the ordinary course
of, well, operating.

Human resources is the
relatively recent, politically
correct term that was once
called personnel. Tax consider-
ations and other laws have made this
area of business a major complex-
ity—especially for very large busi-
nesses. A human resources depart-
ment carries much responsibility for
hiring, firing, and administering the
various benefits available to employ-
ees of a business.

Research and development (R&D) departments do
just what you would expect. Doing research and devel-
oping new products is their exact mission. Businesses
such as real estate offices, law offices, and the like have
no need for R&D. A business like Coca-Cola will have
some need for R&D due to discoveries of new materials
or processes and changing tastes. The big R&D depart-
ments are found at businesses that have a constant need
to change or improve their product or even come up with
new products to keep their business profitable. Apple
and Microsoft are two examples that make enormous
continual investment in R&D. It is their lifeblood.

0&5))\

This Phoenician coin is an
example of one of the first
“modern” coins.

The History of Business

Every business enterprise is founded on a basic ingre-
dient—want. Today, we take money for granted as the way
we buy something. But before money existed, if you want-
ed something, you needed to be able to give the person
who had what you wanted something that they wanted in
return. This system is called the barter system. As you can
imagine, it is not very efficient. Imagine your difficulty in
getting beef for dinner from the local rancher if you made
shoes and all you had to offer him was shoes in exchange
for a cow, and he had no present need of shoes.

The Canaanites (ak.a. Phoenicians) are commonly
credited with inventing metal money. The earliest form of
money, around 1500 B.C, could be mistaken for a bracelet,

as it was made of two iron half-rings like a pair of bull’s
horns. The Phoenicians soon realized that
their “customers” preferred other types
of metal. Silver, copper, and gold, for
example, were more desirable.
The round disk—the shape of
a coin—was an easy shape on
which to put the image of the

Phoenician leader, and our

modern coin was born.

However, it was a long
time before business sub-
stantially eliminated the bar-
ter system. Maybe you've been
to visit Colonial Williamsburg
in Virginia and learned a bit
about their economy. The cob-
bler made shoes that he might have
traded with a farmer for a cow or
with the silversmith for knives, forks,
and spoons. The blacksmith might
have made a hammer or horseshoes
that he might trade with the cabinet
maker for a table and some chairs.
Money, commonly in the form of coins, certainly existed
in early America, and even long before that, yet the barter
system remained quite alive and well in the businesses of
early America.

Another important development in the history of
business was the birth of the corporation as a vehicle to
own and operate a business. The earliest form was likely
during the sixteenth century. Definitions and descrip-
tions of what is meant by “corporation” have changed
over the last several hundred years, but their existence is
a benchmark in the history of business. Prior to the cor-
poration, businesses operated in what was essentially a
debt economy* (when it came to merchant work). A debt
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economy means that the business owner was entirely
and always responsible to pay the debts resulting from
business activity, even if payment required him to use
resources that were not related to the business activity.
With the advent of the corporation, business operated
more as a state-sponsored enterprise. Operating as a
corporation allowed businesses to take risks and expand
in ways they had been unable to do before, because it
provided a shell of protection for the owners. In other
words, owners of the corporation could take risks while
enjoying limited liability—they were protected and not
responsible to pay the debts of the corporation if the cor-
poration could not afford to pay.

Today there are several popular forms of business

ownership. The sole proprietor is the most basic form of
business and was likely the most common prior to the in-
vention of the corporation. It is simply one person provid-
ing goods or services for compensation on his own (not as
an employee of another business). The advantages of sole-
proprietorships are that they require no legal work to exist
or operate unless the activity requires it. A sole proprietor
can own the business for as long as he wishes and may
sell it at any time. The company pays no specific business
taxes. Instead, the owner adds any income from the busi-
ness to his personal income tax. Unfortunately, the owner
has no protection from and remains personally respon-

sible for all debts and liabilities incurred by the business.
The partnership is like the sole proprietor except
that it involves more than one owner
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and tends to share responsibilities
and benefits according to a contract
called a partnership agreement.

The corporation is the most com-
mon form of business ownership to-
day among companies that are of any
size. The term comes from the Latin
corpus, which means “body” (but you
already knew that). It is considered
to be a person completely separate
from its owners. That may seem a bit
disconcerting, but no one has tried to
argue yet that it has a soul. Virtually
every large business is a corpora-
tion, and many small businesses are
corporations. The advantages of this
form include limited liability which,
again, means that the owners are not
responsible to pay the debts of the
corporation if the corporation can-
not. The owners can lose no more
than what they have paid for their
ownership. The corporation is also
a permanent person. When owners
die, the shares can be sold or passed
on to family members. Selling an
ownership portion tends to be easier,
whether it be to pass on to a family
member or to sell to someone else.

This rendering of Johan Nieuhoff
(kneeling) depicts the seventeenth-
century Dutch adventurer in his
role as a representative of the
Dutch East India Company to

the Emperor of China. Nieuhoff
was considered an early Western
expert on Chinese culture.
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The New York Stock Exchange is a place where millions
of ownership interests in corporations are sold every day.
One major disadvantage of some types of corporations is
that taxes are paid twice—the corporation pays once on
its net income and then a stockholder or owner has to pay
tax on money he receives as a result of his ownership. The
good news is that there are at least two types of corpora-
tions that don't get taxed twice; unfortunately, they are
generally ones that don't have too many owners.

The East India Company® is commonly identified as
the first multinational company. It was established by a
Royal Charter from Queen Elizabeth in 1600, and for
over 200 years this business dominated trade in many
parts of the world—most notably India. It was well-es-
tablished throughout Asia and quite active in Colonial
America. Ever heard of the Boston Tea Party? It was the
tea on the ships of the East India Company that was
thrown overboard. The East India Company finally came
to an end in 1874, but not without becoming a model ex-
ample for many corporations that would follow.

The Industrial Revolution during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries accelerated change in cul-
ture and lifestyle at a pace that was never before pos-
sible. Knowledge and technological advances in many
fields drastically enhanced growth in textiles, mining,
metallurgy, chemicals, transport, medicine, and agricul-
ture, to name a few. Remember the Cotton Gin? Or the
Transcontinental Railroad? How about the invention of
flight? All of these resulted in and caused further ad-
vancements, providing fertile ground in which to grow
the world of business.

Many of the wealthiest people to ever live in America
made their fortunes through business endeavors that
would have had no value or weren't even possible prior
to the Industrial Revolution. What value would John D.
Rockefeller’s oil have been without Henry Ford’s auto-
mobiles? Or Andrew Carnegie’s steel without John Jacob
Astor’s high rise real estate, Cornelius Vanderbilt’s ships
and railroads, and, again, Henry Ford’s automobiles?

In the twentieth century, a century filled with big
inventions—cars, airplanes, computers, flashy takeover
battles, and fortunes made and lost—arguably the most
important event was the building of America’s inter-
state road system. The ability to travel easily and to move
products quickly from their place of manufacture to your
home, regardless of where you live, was an extremely sig-
nificant development.

Today, business is packed with so many tools, ideas,
practices, and concepts that it is hard to imagine how our
distant ancestors could have ever operated a business
without them. We can’t imagine being without the inter-
net or smart phones, let alone money itself.

THE TOP 20 OF THE 20TH

From the beginning of the Industrial
Revolution to today, there are so many
developments in business that this
essay cannot possibly develop them.
Several years ago the business web
site, The Street, developed a top 20 list
of the most important business events
of the twentieth century.®

20. President Johnson signs Medicare
into law: 1965

19. The Depression-era securities laws:
1932-34

18. Netscape goes public: 1995

17. Bakelite is introduced: 1909

16. Hewlett and Packard put Silicon in
the Valley: 1939

15. Kroc buys McDonald’s: 1961

14. The United Auto Workers stage
their first sit-down strikes: 1936-37

13. Kennan's ‘X' letter gives birth to
the peacetime military-industrial
complex: 1947

12. Keynes publishes The General
Theory of Employment, Interest
and Money: 1936

11. Reagan is elected: 1980

10. Carrier Engineering is founded,
beginning the commercialization
of air conditioning: 1915

9. The current bull market begins:
1982

8. The first Wal-Mart opens: 1962

7. Kaiser's World War Il shipyards
surpass all expectations of
production: 1942

6. Ford introduces the assembly line:
1913

5. Equal pay for equal work: 1963

4. The Great Crash of 1929

3. The Federal Reserve is formed: 1913

2. Intel invents the single-chip micro-

processor: 1971
1. Eisenhower creates the interstates:
June 29, 1956
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There are many issues for Christians to consider
as they contemplate being part of the business world.
Several are found below under a sometimes humorous,
sometimes thought-provoking quote.

—Henry VI (Shakespeare)

We live in a litigious society. The courts are full of
lawsuits, many of which are ridiculous. And if that isn't
bad enough, the decisions ren-

dered in courts will sometimes fail
to resemble anything near a just
solution. Today, a business can go
bankrupt and be put out of business

for some of the most ridiculous rea-
sons. This is not intended to be an
indictment of lawyers. Rather, there
are some very great problems in the

world of business that derive from
problems with liability issues and
legal matters that can be devastat-

ing even though the business owner
did nothing truly wrong.

There’s another issue here. What
about the Christian businessman

who finds himself in a conflict with
another Christian? How is he to
resolve the conflict? Is taking his
l brother to court the answer? First

—Any four-year-old on
a long car trip

It's been said that when
John D. Rockefeller, possi-
bly the wealthiest American
ever, was asked, “How much money is enough?” that
he answered, “Just a little bit more.” First Timothy 6:10
says, “For the love of money is the root of all evil” (KJV).
Can you see a problem? With such great wealth even
Rockefeller was not satisfied. Isn’t being satisfied with
what we have a biblical mandate? If you have some
doubt, be encouraged to consider, “He who loves sil-
ver will not be satisfied with silver; Nor he who loves
abundance, with increase. This also is vanity” (Eccles.
5:10). Also, Ecclesiastes 6:7 states, “All the labor of man
is for his mouth, and yet the soul is not satisfied.” Many
successful businessmen learn far too late in life, if ever,
that even if they get everything they strive for through
their efforts and investments, the resulting accumula-
tion of wealth still leaves them empty.

Corinthians 6 is quite clear that this
is not a biblically acceptable solu-
tion. Yet, the practicality of solving the matter through
other means can be riddled with problems.

—Vanya Cohen

Today, maybe more than ever before, the burden of
both taxes and government-imposed regulations have
added to the difficulty of operating a business, let alone
succeeding. There is little a single business owner can do.
There is much a classically educated group of citizens
can, though.

—Socrates

To borrow a famous quote from GK. Chesterton and
apply it to the implementation of classical Christian edu-
cation (which this author strongly endorses), “Anything
worth doing is worth doing badly.” And such a statement



is quite defensible. However, in busi-
ness the axiom, “Stick to your knit-
ting” carries considerable impor-
tance. Many businesses have failed
for spreading themselves too thin
or not realizing what business they
are in. For example, it seems the rail-
roads of today, which are generally a
struggling sector, failed to realize in
the early twentieth century that they
were not primarily in the railroad
business but in the transportation
business. With a bit more cleverness,
they could have easily added to their
success by introducing the services
offered by UPS and FedEX and even
more so, by having become the ma-
jor airlines of today.

“Whatever is worth
doing at all, is worth
doing well.”

—Lord Chesterfield

If its worth doing badly, it is
even better if it can be done well.
Excellence is an overused term—
partly because it's important. There
are far more people in business (and
life in general) that purpose to do
things excellently than actually do.
Yet defining what an excellent cus-
tomer experience is and causing it
to happen can be a very significant
cause of success—all other things
being equal.

“No man’s cvedit is as
good as his money.”

—EW. Howe, Sinner Sermons

“I'will gladly pay you on Tuesday
for a Hamburger today.” (Wimpy
from the Popeye cartoon)

Extending credit for the sake of
selling more product, that is, allow-
ing someone to buy now and pay
later, can be the undoing of a busi-
ness. It is common for businesses
to offer their customers 30 days
or more to pay for what they have

Business

Much of the time, business is not spreadsheets and forecasts.
It's just plain old hard work, like that pictured here in John
Neagle’s (1796-1865) Pat Lyon at the Forge.
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purchased and received. This is a good thing, but if not
watched carefully, it can cause a business failure. When
a customer seeks a credit arrangement, it is common for
them to prove they are worthy of it by providing financial
statements and credit references; but it is actually quite
rare for companies that extend such credit to have their
customers provide updated information periodically after
the initial application. And it is not rare for those same
customers to have dramatic changes in their ability to pay.

—Harvey Mackay

Does anyone really need to be told that operating
with a plan and frequently updating that plan is an im-
portant part of succeeding at business? The problem isn't
knowing it, the problem is doing it. When a business gets
“blowing and going,” it is easy to get caught up in the fren-
zy and forget about budgeting, long-term planning, and
a constant evaluation of where the market for the busi-
ness is headed. How would you like to own $25,000,000
worth of printing presses that can only print books right
now? Electronic media is dramatically changing the in-
dustry. Can I offer you a good deal on equipment that
makes slide rules?’

—George Moore

What does one do “at the end of the day”? This idiom
is used to mean many things; when we die, when we are
finished with something, and the goal we have in mind,
to name a few. Taken quite literally, at the end of the day
a business man typically goes home. And it is for what he
finds at home that he works so hard and runs his busi-
ness. Unfortunately, far too often business becomes so
consuming that this plain fact is lost, and the primary
reason the businessman works at building his busi-
ness—to provide for his family—ends up being the thing
that destroys his family.

—Charles R. Swindoll

Not long ago I attended a funeral of the father of two
acquaintances with whom I went to high school. The lyr-
ics to Harry Chapin’s song, Cat’s in The Cradle were read
in tribute to their father:

My child arrived just the other day,
He came to the world in the usual way.
But there were planes to catch, and bills to pay.
He learned to walk while I was away.

o) And he was talking 'fore I knew it, and as he
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What will it look like to do
business in the future? The savy

usinessman (or woman) is always
looking ahead, and imagining a
: brave new world.
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You know I'm gonna be like you.” Said, “I'm gonna be like him, yeah.
You know I'm gonna be like him.”
Chorus: Chorus
And the cat’s in the cradle and the silver spoon,
Little boy blue and the man in the moon. Well, he came from college just the other day,
“When you coming home, dad?” “I don’t know when, So much like a man I just had to say,
But we'll get together then. “Son, I'm proud of you. Can you sit for a while?”
You know we'll have a good time then.” He shook his head, and he said with a smile,
“What I'd really like, dad, is to borrow the car keys.
My son turned ten just the other day. See you later. Can I have them please?”
He said, “Thanks for the ball, dad, come on let’s play. Chorus
Can you teach me to throw?” I said, “Not today,
I got a lot to do.” He said, “That’s ok.” I've long since retired and my son’s moved away.

And he walked away, but his smile, lemme tell you, I called him up just the other day.



VocaTIO

I said, “I'd like to see you if you don’t mind.”

He said, “I'd love to, dad, if I could find the time.
You see, my new job's a hassle, and the kid's got the flu,
But it’s sure nice talking to you, dad.

It's been sure nice talking to you.”

And as I hung up the phone, it occurred to me,
He’'d grown up just like me.

My boy was just like me.

Chorus

And the cat’s in the cradle and the silver spoon,
Little boy blue and the man in the moon.
“When you coming home, dad?” “I don’t know when,
But we'll get together then.

You know we'll have a good time then.”8

Can you imagine a worse tribute? (In fairness to the chil-
dren, I don’t think they understood the clear intention of
the song. They really were seeking to honor him. He was
aman I knew to actually be a good dad))

Far too many Christian parents fail to realize that
the impressionable children they love and raise may not
be learning only what they hope they are. Parents may
be teaching them things they don’t intend, and much of
it might be because they are too willing to sacrifice too
much for too long in their business endeavors and career
development.
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It could be argued that today’s Business Degree, or
Management Degree as it is now frequently called, at-
tracts students for the same reason that some in the
past sought a Liberal Arts degree. That's not to say that
it should be. It is simply recognizing the fact that many

ALWAYs WELCOME

college students pursue a degree in business because
they believe such a degree will allow them diverse op-
tions—much like a well-executed Liberal Arts degree
should. However, in the pursuit of such a degree and the
subsequent pursuit of a business career, there are many
issues that Christians need to wrestle with, some of which
are mentioned and briefly described in the prior section.
Issues like priorities, integrity, and excellence must be
carefully studied and understood in their application. So,
“How should we then work?”

First and foremost, Christians should run their busi-
nesses like, well, Christians. They should be honest. They
should seek to provide a good product or service for a fair
price. They should handle their customers, employees,
and vendors according to the Golden Rule. They should
be charitable to the poor with their profits. They should
keep their promises regarding commitments and dead-
lines'®—their word should be good. Unfortunately, the
clear statements in this paragraph lose their simplicity
routinely and quickly in the complex world of business.
When business is going well, you'll feel like Uncle Remus
singing “zippity do dah” in Song of the South.!! But when
it's going “south,” it's a very different, difficult time. In
either case, operating biblically requires wisdom, and it
sometimes will be at no small cost.

Honesty. No Christian needs to be told that honesty
is important in business or otherwise. But does that mean
that in order to use a software program you must actually
read the entire licensing agreement before checking the
box that says you have? This may strike you as odd, but if
you do that every time you are asked, you will lose consid-
erable productivity and probably be reading things that
you hardly understand. This type of honesty is a legal-
ism that goes beyond even what the lawyer that drafted
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the document really expects. Honesty with software use
is generally not making copies for others to use without
having paid, not putting the program on more computers
than what the seller intended, and not using it as a net-
work version if it was a single-user purchase. Typically,
there is not much more to it. So what is the real problem
with honesty that should concern us?

Honesty means that we will not try to deceive our cus-
tomers. If we say that our burgers are 100% beef, they
should be. If we say it's a diamond, it had better not be cu-
bic zirconium. Our word should be reliable. Yet there are
times when complete and full disclosure is not entirely
practical. A car salesman does not lack integrity when he
fails to disclose that a Corvette gets poor gas mileage. The
biblical principle is this, “Treat others as you would like
to be treated.”

Fair pricing. The marketplace has a way of dealing
with folks who try to charge too much. Capitalism and
the free market have a way of keeping us honest about
our pricing in the long term. But what about the short
term? Christians should consider fair pricing carefully.
They should also realize that it is not all that simple to
do sometimes. What is a fair profit for ice cream, a com-
puter, or a house? A principle exists that describes a fair
price as the price at which a willing buyer and willing
seller will come together when neither is motivated by
extreme circumstances. This principle works in many
instances.

Employer-Employee Relationships. The employer-
employee relationship resembles the master-slave rela-
tionship discussed in Scripture (Ephesians 6:5-9). Like a
slave, employees should do what their master tells them
to do. They should do it cheerfully and with their best ef-
forts, as if they were doing it for God Himself. Like a godly

master, an employer should treat his employees with love,
respect, and honor—not asking them to do anything that
he wouldn’t expect to do if the roles were reversed.

Balanced Life. Finally, it seems we can never hear too
much about the dangers of letting something consume
us, even becoming an idol. Maintaining our priorities is
a constant challenge that will always require wisdom.
There will be times in a businessman’s career when he
must dedicate long hours at the sacrifice of personal
matters. Starting a business and meeting deadlines are
two of many instances that can create demands that ad-
versely affect other priorities, such as family and friends.
Yet if this becomes our pattern of operation for years and
years, we will one day look back on our lives with broken
hearts even though our wallets may be full.

It has been argued that, after “justification by faith
alone,” the next most important contribution of the
Reformation was the doctrine of vocation. Today, voca-
tion generally is synonymous with “profession” or “occu-
pation.” It is what a person does for a living. But the Latin
root voco means “I call.” So a vocation is a calling. Martin
Luther was quite concerned to teach that becoming a
priest (or pastor) was no more important than being a
farmer or a blacksmith (or an engineer, fireman, plumb-
er, or—may it never be—businessman). It was a matter
of following the path that was consistent with how God
had gifted you. Christians differ on how specific God will
lead us to a specific vocation. Some believe there is a par-
ticular career that He has for each of us. Others believe
there is less specificity, believing more the idea that God
has created each person with gifts and talents oriented
toward specific purposes and a way of life.

W€ APPRECIATE
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The one thing we need to be quite careful to avoid is
thinking that “full-time Christian work” is somehow su-
perior to other forms of work. No doubt Luther would be
quite disappointed to learn that his Protestant posterity
had failed to learn what he deemed so important.

In summary, to succeed in business might require a
great idea or an improvement on another idea to start,
but to continue to succeed can be boiled down to a few
basics:

1. Treat others the way you would like to be treated.
Know your product; know your customer.

3. Stay abreast of changing conditions in the
marketplace.

Business is a worthy pursuit for the Christian. It is
also great fun when it works. And a great deal of applied
biblical wisdom will go a long way in making one suc-
cessful in business and in life.

—Marlin Detweiler
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ENDNOTES

1 Thank God there are actually exceptions—those who have
made choices to earn less in order to follow God’s call on their
lives, such as teachers, pastors, missionaries, etc. The point here
is that, given the choice, one normally prefers to “have” rather
than “not have.”

2 Bing Dictionary, “business.” Accessed Nov. 4, 2011, http://
www.bing.com/Dictionary/search?q=define+business&qpvt=
define+business&FORM=DTPDIA.

3 A search of the internet will quickly reveal that eBay doesn't
generally handle them.

4 The term debt economy is being used here to describe an entire
world or country where everyone operates like a sole proprietor
with no separate being, a corporation, to be a shield for the in-
dividual from debts and other liabilities.

5 Duringits history it was referred to by several names, including
the English East India Company, British East India Company,
and Honourable East India Company.

6 Click Link 1 for this chapter at www.VeritasPress.com/
OmniLinks for more details on each of these.

7 It's possible you don't even know what a slide rule is. Click
Link 2 for this chapter at www.VeritasPress.com/OmniLinks to
learn more about this obsolete tool.

8  Lyrics used by permission of Alfred Music Publishing Co., Inc.

9 A thinly veiled takeoff of Francis Schaeffer's book title, How
Should We Then Live?

10 The publisher (me) and editors of the Omnibus series did not
do a very good job at meeting the publishing deadlines for this
series. To compensate, we made sure to provide the early files
from each book at the deadline point to all who had the book
on order, even though they had not yet paid for it.

11 Go ahead and search for it on YouTube. You know you want to.



CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY

What is Cultural Anthropology?

Unfortunately, it is not possible
to discuss an academic discipline of
this nature without using some of its
jargon. Please bear with me. There
is also a brief glossary at the end of
this essay in case you need to refresh
your understanding of a particular
term or field.

Cultural anthropology is part of
the “anthropology” family of aca-
demic disciplines. Anthropos (Greek)
refers to “human beings” and logy
(also rooted in Greek) is commonly
used to designate something as a
“science, theory, or doctrine” (as in
physiology, theology, or biology).
Thus, anthropology can be concisely
defined as the “scientific study of
mankind” (or in the current politi-
cally correct style, “humankind”).

The term cultural anthropol-
ogy can refer broadly to all those
subfields of anthropology that are
not specifically part of physical an-
thropology, the latter having to do
with “the study of human biological
characteristics and variation across
time, place and condition.” In this
more general designation, cultural
anthropology includes archaeology
(the study of the material remains
of past human populations in order
to describe and understand their
cultures), linguistics (the systematic
study of language), and ethnology
(which involves analyzing and ex-
plaining different cultures, generally
in comparison to one another, or to
themselves over time). The “ethnog-
raphy,” a detailed and comprehen-
sive written description of a culture
resting mostly on sustained, direct

Beautifully displaying her culture
by what she wears, this girl from
Longsheng, China, wears a traditional
costume of the Dong minority group.
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interaction with it (“participant observation” or “field-
work”), is the most important source of information for
doing ethnology.'

More narrowly, the term cultural anthropology is often
used to refer to the field that includes ethnology as well
as ethnographic study of individual cultures. Scholars
who do this tend to treat archaeology and linguistics as
separate anthropological subfields, despite the fact that
both certainly involve analyzing cultures or cultural phe-
nomena. Regardless, it is generally recognized by cultural
anthropologists that their work often requires incorporat-
ing material from, and being conversant in, all anthropo-
logical subfields to at least some extent. The current essay
treats cultural anthropology in this more restrictive sense.

Cultural anthropology as a discipline or field of study
did not formally emerge until the mid- to latter part of the
nineteenth century. Certainly, before this time there had
been people interested in studying cultures other than
their own, both deep description of particular groups and
some types of comparative studies.

What student of classical education is not aware of
the ancient Greek historian Herodotus (484-425 B.c),
who in his time traveled throughout, and wrote exten-
sively about, the known world around the Mediterranean
and places as far-flung as India? There was Julius Caesar,
who wrote of the customs of the Gallic and Germanic
peoples in his Commentaries, even describing things
like marital rules and dowry in detail. In Germania, the
Roman historian and senator Tacitus (ap.56-117) essen-
tially provided a study of the German ethnic groups, and
he tackled other tribes in some sections of his Agricola.

Actually, the detailed study and description of other
cultures and their habits (essentially early “ethnog-
raphy”) held an honored position among the ancient
Greeks and Romans. There are the writings of later trad-
ers and explorers, such as the famous thirteenth-century
work, The Travels of Marco Polo. And a more immediate
precursor to cultural anthropology, French aristocrat and
Enlightenment thinker Baron Montesquieu (1689-1755),
did what amounted to early ethnology in his Spirit of the
Laws, searching for general laws behind social variation
and development across different cultures through sys-
tematic comparison. In fact, his “general spirit” (roughly,
the ways of thinking, feeling and seeing common to a
people) anticipated later notions about “worldview” and
“culture.” He also explored the effect that different physi-
cal ecologies may have upon the content of cultures, a
major concern for many cultural anthropologists today.

However, these early analyses and descriptions of
various people groups differed from what was to become
cultural anthropology in some pretty important ways.
Two appear to be especially important.

First, cultural anthropologists consciously sought to
be more “scientific” in studying cultures, utilizing prac-
tices such as direct observation, cross-checking, verifica-
tion, and standardizing methods. Later on, some quanti-
fication was even introduced. They tried to get away from
“armchair anthropology”—that is, just reading about the
experiences of others such as missionaries, traders, ex-
plorers, soldiers, and colonial government workers.?

Second, in something that especially reached fruition in
the twentieth century, cultural anthropologists worked hard
to be more objective in looking at other cultures, trying to
understand them on their own terms, and not assuming the
superiority of their own civilization’s way of life. They were
also more likely to use ethnographic work to question their
own cultural practices, values, and beliefs.

Two of the earliest major thinkers in what was to
become cultural anthropology were Edward Burnett
(EB) Tylor (1832-1917) and Lewis Henry Morgan
(1818-1881). The latter's work Iroquois (1851) is a real
ethnography based on extensive firsthand interaction
with the group. In Tylor's Primitive Culture (1871) and
Morgan’s Ancient Society (1877) both men advanced
the idea of “unilineal evolution.” That is, despite differ-
ences in their theories with regards to the exact nature
of the stages and processes involved, they both believed
that all cultures progress over time, from lower to higher,
through the same stages in the same order. This idea is
now widely discredited.

In a more important and lasting contribution, in
the former book EB. Tylor sought to define the very
idea of “culture” as something possessed by all people
groups. Formerly, normal usage was that “culture” was
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something only possessed by certain folk, particularly
elites or more advanced peoples, or at least some people
had more culture (or “civilization”) than others. Culture,
Tylor said, was a “complex whole” that included any hab-
its or capacities that were acquired by people through
their involvement in societies.

The idea of culture has developed in the field a great
deal since then, but owes a lot to Tylor’s pioneering ef-
forts. Certain features are pretty consistently held to
across the (probably) hundreds of definitions of “culture”
advanced by cultural anthropologists over the years.

Cultures are learned through social interaction and
not inborn, therefore they are transmitted from one gen-
eration to another; they are generally held in common by
members of the society that generated them; they tend to
be integrated (that is, they are internally coherent, with
different elements of cultures supporting rather than un-
dermining other elements of the same cultures); and they
include things like knowledge, beliefs, behavior, values,
norms, and even emotions.

Most.of all, cultures are, at the core, symbolic. That
is, they involve representations—visible things that'stand
for ideas and thus convey meanings that must be inter-
preted in culturally appropriate ways. The most obvious
example of the symbolic nature of culture is language in
all its elements, but things such as rituals, ceremonies,
art, literature and stories, traditions, images, and even re-
petitive practices of everyday life also convey and sustain
meaning symbolically.

The real foundation of American cultural anthropol-
ogy was laid by Franz Boas (1858-1942), a German Jew
who emigrated to the United States in 1887, eventually
becoming a professor at Columbia University in New
York City. He taught and shaped the approach of many
who went on to become influential cultural anthropolo-
gists, including Alfred Kroeber (1876-1960), Robert
Lowie (1883-1957), Edward Sapir (1884-1939), Ruth
Benedict (1887-1948), and his most famous disciple,
Margaret Mead (1901-1978).

Boas was a talented ethnographer, known especially
for his work among the Inuit of the Baffin Islands, and
the Kwakiutl of a coastal region in British Columbia. He
decisively rejected the theory of unilineal evolution and
sought to make anthropology even more empirical and
rigorous methodologically by basing it even more on ob-
servation rather than conjecture, promoting fieldwork
done by scholars who master the native language of their
subjects, living with them over a fairly lengthy period of
time. Although Boas did not use the term; he advanced
the idea of “cultural relativism.” Embracing this became
a virtual requirement for doing cultural anthropology.
He also promoted the doctrine of “cultural determinism.”

His program was substantially laid out in his The Mind
of Primitive Man (1911), and each of the latter three ele-
ments, especially the first two, became central features of
American anthropology.

Cultural relativism basically states that the beliefs
and actions of people can only be evaluated within the
context of their own cultures. This means that a cul-
ture’s morals, too, can only be understood in light of the
values of that culture. The doctrine also clearly asserts
that no culture is inherently superior or inferior to any
other culture.

Understanding other cultures in light of any supposed
universal truths or-absolutes, or from the standpoint of
one’s own culture, is not only flawed epistemologically,
Boas believed, but undermines good methodology; ob-
jectivity in studying other cultures requires that one em-
brace cultural relativism. Ethnocentrism, the belief in the
superiority of the ways of one’s own culture and evalu-
ation of ‘others by its standards, is alsoseen asbad for
humans generally. Cultural anthropologists believe that
one of the most valuable consequences of their work is
to combat excessive ethnocentrism in their own cultures,
and to help people become more critical of their-own
cultures and their basic assumptions. A quote from Ruth
Benedict's Patterns of Culture (1934) illustrates this doc-
trine: “ .. taboos on killing oneself and others relate to no
absolute standards.”

The “doctrine -of cultural determinism states that
people, and-variation among individuals and cultures,
are not shaped by biology much; if-at all. Humans are
quite “plastic,” easily able to-adapt to-the vastly different
cultures in which they might be raised. An almost infi-
nite variety of cultural practices will“work” for people, so
long as they are enculturated (raised within and taught
the culture) to it. As Benedict said-in the above, “Man is
not committed in detail by his biological constitution to
any particular form of behavior.” Every culture is a kind
of “personality,” which ‘imprints itself on its members
(anidea that became especially associated with Benedict
and Mead). At the cultural level, cultures are ultimately
responsible for their own nature and: content; culture
begets culture. They are influenced, may be limited, but
are not determined, by various forces both cultural and
non-cultural.

This idea is somewhat associated with those even-
tually leading to the approach of Boas and his disciples
being labeled “historical particularism.” That approach
emphasized the uniqueness of each culture and the
forces that shape it; such that even cultures that arise at
the same point (say, embracing monotheism) often do so
by very different means and for disparate reasons. Boas’
view makes universal theories about culture difficult if
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not impossible. Put another way, he resisted ethnology = means for maintaining or restoring equilibrium, or bal-

while emphasizing ethnography. ance, to cope with inevitable disruptions and strains that
At the same time, in Britain and elsewhere in Europe  arise within society. People within a culture are united by

a different approach to cultural anthropology common interests and views.

was being developed, known as “functional- Radcliffe-Brown also promoted an “organismic” view

ism.” This approach stressed the / of culture and society. That is, these are like living organ-
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description of particulars, and the clear notions that cul-
tures were strongly determined by external factors.

One major proponent of this was Leslie White
(1900-1975). He argued that technology is key to human
survival, enabling people to get energy from their natural
environment (as in getting energy from food) and turn it
to human use. Advances in technology that enable peo-
ple to do this better propel their cultures forward (as in
the shift from hunting and gathering to agriculture, or oil
to nuclear energy).

Note that for White, unlike among the followers of
Boas, some cultures were more advanced. Such techno-
logical shifts lead to changes in every other area of cul-
tures such as the economic, marital, military, religious,
and political. Thus, his position is sometimes called
“technological determinism.” His most important theo-
retical works were The Science of Culture (1949) and The
Evolution of Culture (1959).

Another key thinker in this school was Julian Steward
(1902-1972). He stressed the idea that how people ac-
quire what they need within specific ecologies shapes
every other aspect of their cultures. Thus, for example,
we would expect the cultures of people living in Arctic
tundra to be different from those of folk in the Sahara
Desert. His position, set out in books such as Theory of
Cultural Change (1955), gave rise to the study of “cultural
ecology,” namely, the relationship of cultures to their im-
mediate physical environments.

Later still is an approach called “cultural material-
ism,” championed especially by the provocative Marvin
Harris (1927-2001). A kind of “cultural ecology on ste-
roids,” Harris argues that cultural contents are complete-
ly determined (not just influenced) by the interaction be-
tween people and their immediate physical ecology, with
allits assets as well as limitations. Change is often forced
by the inevitable pressures of population growth upon
societies’ ability to survive within particular environ-
ments. Unlike Steward and White, he also emphasized
the fact that cultures can and do also shape their physi-
cal environments. The basic elements of his theory are
captured in The Rise of Anthropological Theory (1968).

Today, cultural anthropology can be said to be di-
vided between followers of the more “natural science”-
modeled tradition and a more “humanistic” approach.
The former, characterized by Steward, White, and Harris,
seeks as much as possible to use the techniques and ap-
proaches of the “hard sciences” in the study of culture,
and to develop theoretical generalizations about it. The
latter, rooted in the work of Boas and his followers, sees
the field as more historical and descriptive, argues for the
uniqueness of each culture, and is more interested in de-
scribing and understanding individual cultures than in

explaining them.

The modern humanistic approach, which could be
described as “Boas on steroids,” includes “interpretative
anthropology,” which treats cultures almost as if they
were texts to be interpreted (and thus with a heavy em-
phasis upon the symbolic dimensions of culture), and
seeks to acquire and convey an “insider’s view” of that
culture. The leader in developing this approach was
Clifford Geertz (1926-2006), with his key work in this
regard being The Interpretation of Cultures (1973). He
did extensive field research in Southeast Asia and North
Africa.

“Postmodernism” is even sharper in its critique of
the scientific approach. To postmodernists, science is
inescapably bound to its own culture, and thus “scien-
tific” statements about other cultures reflect more the
anthropologist’s own culture than the one he is analyz-
ing. Cultural materialists reflect their own materialist
cultures, technological determinists are shaped by the
technological obsession in their own societies, and so
forth. And to postmodernists, beliefs of those in positions
of power are designed to perpetuate the same. Thus, “sci-
entific” cultural anthropology, like all science, becomes a
kind of tool of domination.

There are many problem areas for thoughtful, seri-
ous Christians in cultural anthropology, not only within
particular schools of thought but across the field as a
whole. For one thing, practitioners overwhelmingly ac-
cept Darwinian evolution at least as an explanation for
the emergence of man and other species.

With some exceptions, cultural anthropologists tend
to be very hostile to endeavors such as Christian missions,
or indeed even to many attempts at cultural reform based
on broadly Western values and knowledge. In fact, the
typical cultural anthropologist wants to see indigenous
cultures preserved, not changed. This is true even for cul-
tures that accept high levels of violence and crimes such
as rape; hold views of health and disease that increase
sickness and death; embrace destructive, magical ideas
about the spiritual world; ritually use powerful halluci-
nogenic drugs; practice extensive body mutilation; and so
forth.

Where both anthropologists and missionaries are at
work in the field, they are often “at war” as a result of this
animosity of the former to the basic work of the latter.
Organizations such as Wycliffe Bible Translators must
often devote significant time and resources to dealing
with such conflicts.

Cultural anthropologists are usually left-wing
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personally and politically. Despite the “toleration” they
extend to the cultures they study, they are not usually ac-
cepting of biblically orthodox Christians, or indeed any
conservatives who value and embrace the Western tradi-
tion. This is not only irritating, but is also a fundamental
contradiction of their stated values, such as being non-
judgmental and culturally relative.

Those who are cultural determinists are not only
guilty of circular reasoning (“culture causes culture;”
“they are different because they are different”), but rule
out by fiat a host of relevant external factors that influ-
ence cultural variation. On the other hand, those who
posit some kind of material factors to explain cultural
beliefs and practices tend to view those as deterministic,
as if the people had no choice but to adopt them and are
thus (where relevant) absolved of any moral blame.

But the most important and systematic challenge
facing any Christian working or taking courses in cul-
tural anthropology is its widespread acceptance of the
doctrine of cultural relativism. Therefore, that will be the
focus of this section, beginning with an extended exami-
nation of cultural relativism’s central claim that all hu-
man standards are relative to the cultures in which they
are found and cannot be judged by any external moral
norms.

By necessarily rejecting the idea of absolutes, or at
least that any can be known with certainty, this position
is in direct opposition to what is revealed to us proposi-
tionally in Scripture, not only in the areas of morals but
also in the claims God makes about Himself, His world,
mankind, and any other areas the Bible addresses. The
fact is that the Bible is also full of records of God “judg-
ing” entire cultures in terms of His absolutes, regardless
of what (indeed, typically because of) the “cultural values,
beliefs, and practices” they embrace. Consider the litany
of judgments against entire civilizations in places like
Isaiah chapters 14-23.

And lest we think this is just an Old Testament re-
ality, consider the negative judgment of the Cretans in
Titus 1:12, or the first two chapters of Romans, in which
Paul points out with regards to a litany of practices that
are accepted in various cultures that “those who practice
such things are deserving of death” (1:32).

The fact is that God is sovereign over every nation; He
sets them up and He tears them down (see for example
Daniel 2:21; 5:34, 35). His truth proclamations are not
subject to or bound by any human culture. So while it is
certainly true that our own cultures are imperfect, and
affect and often even distort how we understand and
apply Scripture, by grace we know that absolutes are in
the Bible and that many are at least made clear enough
to us. For example, things like murder, adultery, theft,

pride, oppression, false religion, envy, homosexuality
and fornication are wrong everywhere and for all people.
Christians must insist upon people repenting of such
things, and turning to the one and only true God, in all
cultures.

Besides, the positive statement “there are no abso-
lutes” is in itself an absolute, and so is logically self-
refuting. If true, it is not true. Cultural relativists will
sometimes dodge this by claiming that there may be
absolutes, but either (a) no one knows for sure what
they are, as there is widespread disagreement about
them among cultures, or (b) scholars have to generate
or discover absolutes. The latter can only be done after
much careful, ethnographic study of the world and see-
ing what “universals” there are. For example, all human
cultures have moral norms, and a statement like “all
cultures need moral rules” is an absolute.

Besides rejecting God’s propositional revelation in
the Bible, view (a) above understates the degree of simi-
larity that exists among cultures. For example, in terms
of moral systems, in The Abolition of Man (1943) C.S.
Lewis’s excellent discussion of “the Tao” underscores
the extent to which various moral ideas, such as “the
Golden Rule,” are embraced across a wide range of civi-
lizations and religions.

Moreover, disagreement doesn’t prove that no one
is right or another wrong about what is or is not an ab-
solute. View (b) at best confuses “something universally
done among cultures” with “absolutes.” If something
is the former, it is certainly an absolute of some kind.
But to be an absolute, something certainly need not be
accepted in all cultures. Peter’s bold statement, “Nor is
there salvation in any other, for there is no other name
under heaven given among men by which we must be
saved,” (Acts 4:12) is not commonly accepted in all cul-
tures (sadly, including the modern West), but it is abso-
lutely and everywhere true.

It is also not an illegitimate “slippery slope” argu-
ment to point out that cultural relativism leads logically
to epistemological (that is, relativism about what we can
know) and moral relativism, both of which have destruc-
tive impact. If all truth claims are culturally contingent,
at some levels both forms of relativism are the logical
consequence. Certainly, many cultural anthropologists,
especially older ones, have resisted this slide, especially
in the moral area, but have simply lacked theological and
philosophical means to do so once they embraced cul-
tural relativism.

For example, some anthropologists have pointed out
that just because something is morally acceptable in one
culture does not make it so in another. For a Tibetan
woman to be married to several brothers (fraternal
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polyandry) at the same time does not give a New Yorker a
“free pass” to do the same, as the conditions that justified
this in Tibet do not apply in New York. But what if the
relevant conditions in New York become similar to those
in Tibet? Or what if a polyandrous Tibetan family moves
to New York?

Christians throughout history have championed var-
ious social and cultural reforms, and this is an important
part of the cultural mandate. Cultural relativism logically
undermines the fundamental rationale for such efforts,
namely, that some existing cultural practices are objec-
tively wrong and need to be changed.

Cultural anthropologists often deny the latter charge.
One way they do this is by distinguishing be-
tween their duties as scholars, and
those they have as private citizens
who can and should make
value judgments. But this
is a bit like believing in
Jesus on Sunday and in
Buddha the rest of the
week. If cultural rela-
tivism is true, it is as
true for the private
citizen considering
outlawing  widow
burning in India or
female circumcision
in the Sudan as it is
for the anthropolo-
gist studying the same
things.

Another way around
this for some cultural an-
thropologists is to claim they
will use values within a culture to
challenge obnoxious practices within
those same cultures. But what if these other nec-
essary values are not present? And by what standards
do we identify which objectionable practices to assault
in the first place, if that culture has accepted them?
Nothing is more contorting and mind-twisting than
to study the debates among cultural anthropologists
whenever they try to figure out if they should oppose
some practice of any non-Western culture.

Second, briefly consider the idea that no culture, as
a whole, is superior to any other. This kind of claim, with
its surface humility, appeals to many Christians, but we
must reject it. Christianity is true, and it is transforma-
tive. We ought to expect that cultures in which the gospel
is being embraced by increasing numbers of people, in
thought and deed, will experience real advancement of

civilization. We cannot throw that away. This is not an
occasion for pride in such cultures, but thankfulness, as
it is all about grace from beginning to end.

It is certainly true that in all cultures, including
Christianized ones, many problems will remain, and
there will be many steps backward along the path of cul-
tural progression. Further, every culture that is permeated
by the gospel won't end up the same, but there will con-
tinue to be some uniqueness among cultures, as when
we see “nations” in the plural in the New Jerusalem (Rev.
21:24-26). But the gospel does bring cultural advances,
and if it does so in ours, we should not be ashamed to
export these blessings to others.

It must also be remembered that one of the
most fundamental facts is that the natu-
ral state of all men, at all levels, but
for the intervention of God, is
rebellion against Him. All
non-Christian  cultures
or cultural elements
involve the rejection
of God and indeed
the attempt to hide
from, suppress, and
replace Him (Rom.
1:18-23).

So what of the
claim that objective
study of other cul-
tures is not possible

unless one embraces
cultural relativism? There
are Christian alternatives
to this. Overall, simply being
dedicated to understanding and
relaying truth, as much as possible,
in the study of other cultures will go a long

way toward overcoming the real dangers of illegiti-
mate types of ethnocentrism.

First, Christians can certainly, through careful study,
learn about the substance of different cultural beliefs
and practices, even those they know to be wrong, includ-
ing the culture’s rationales for them, and the forces and
conditions that promote them. They should also be able
to convey these findings in truthful, non-judgmental (in
the best sense of the term) ways. For example, we can
explain that Aztec cannibalism was partly a result of a
large population trying to meet its needs for animal pro-
tein without claiming that it was acceptable for them to
do this under the conditions, as if Aztecs had no alterna-
tive means of meeting these physical needs.

Second, believers should look at the flaws in their
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own cultures as they look at others,
to help clarify their thinking and to
be able to relate to members of these
cultures in winsome ways. In consid-
ering Muslim polygyny, remember
the high rates of divorce and sex out-
side marriage in the West. In exam-
ining cultures that practice human
sacrifice, consider the United States,
which has enough abortions to de-
populate an entire large city, or even
one or two states, every year. In a twist
on a familiar parable, we end up real-
izing that we must remove the speck
from our eye before we try to take the
plank out of theirs (Matt. 7:3).

Third, believers should be self-
critically aware of the degree to
which we do possess “cultural blind-
ers.” We tend to take many things
from our cultures for granted, and
judge other cultures based on them,
that are not in Scripture or that go
beyond it. For example, do we have
to treat all arranged marriage prac-
tices as wrong? Provided it is done
in a good spirit, should we condemn
wives eating separately from and
after their husbands? There may be
answers to these types of questions,
but they won't be arrived at eas-
ily, and addressing them properly

Paul Gauguin painted Nafea Faa
ipoipo? (When will you marry?)

in 1892. Gauguin had abandoned
his wife and children about a
decade earlier to devote himself
to his painting. In 1891 he

sailed to the South Seas to
escape European civilization

(that is, he was in serious debt).
An aesthetic cultural anthro-
pologist of sorts, Gauguin's
depictions of Polynesian culture
led the way for Primitivism, an
art movement characterized

by exaggerated body proportions,
colorful contrasts, and

geometric designs.
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means distinguishing our cultural
assumptions and training from what
Scripture teaches.

Is cultural anthropology a legiti-
mate field for a Christian to enter?
Well, certainly there is nothing inher-
ently sinful about wanting to study
other cultures in a systematic, even sci-
entific way (with all the qualifications
we need in applying that latter term
to studying humans). There are many
valuable insights and facts about the
human race throughout anthropologi-
cal literature, much of which is inher-
ently fascinating. Any endeavor that
requires cross-cultural, international
work can benefit from being familiar
with the relevant ethnographies or do-
ing anthropological studies of one’s
own. This includes much work in
business, politics, the military, and of
course, missions. Consider the global
missions and Bible translation work
of an organization such as Wycliffe
Bible Translators, which keeps an
extensive collection of ethnographic
materials and works with cultural an-
thropologists quite a bit.

Moreover,  throughout  the
Scriptures, acquiring wisdom includes
the careful observation of human
beings and their ways. The wisdom
book of Proverbs contains scores of
insights about human beings, given by
God, of course, but obviously acquired
through careful observation.

Our understanding of the Bible
has been enhanced greatly by the
insights of students of the ancient
world back to at least Ur at the time
of Abraham. This has included
archaeology used to reconstruct,
among other things, the cultural
ways of people involved in the bibli-
cal records.

Moreover, much of what is in
the Bible is much more understand-
able if one has a better grasp of
cultural anthropological terms, con-
cepts and facts. In the Bible we find

GLOSSARY

Anthropology: the scientific study of mankind.

Archaeology: the study of the material remains of
cultures.

Cultural anthropology: in its broadest use, those parts
of anthropology that involve the study of human cul-
tures, including archaeology and linguistics, as well as
ethnology and ethnography (see below for definitions of
these last three terms). Sometimes, the term is used more
narrowly, applying only to ethnology and ethnography,
which is how it is generally used in this essay.

Cultural determinism: at the level of individuals, the idea
that people are easily shaped by their cultures, which are far
more important than biology in affecting their personalities,
and that many types of practices will work so long as people
are taught by their cultures to do and accept them. At the
level of cultures, the idea that cultures are ultimately respon-
sible for shaping themselves (“culture begets culture”).

Cultural ecology: the study of the relationship of cultures to
their immediate ecological (material) environments, with the
belief that the latter strongly shape every aspect of the former.

Cultural materialism: cultural ecology (see definition
above) “on steroids”; the idea that material, ecological
constraints, typically aggravated by various population
pressures, determine every aspect of any culture.

Cultural relativism: the idea that beliefs (including
morals) and actions of people can only be evaluated
within the context of their own cultural context and not
in light of any absolutes, and that no culture is inherently
superior or inferior to any other culture.

Culture: something that is produced by societies,
learned through social interaction, transmitted from one
generation to another; generally held in common by
members of the society that generated it, which tend to
be integrated (that is, internally coherent with different
elements of cultures supporting rather than undermining
each other), and which include things like knowledge,
beliefs, behavior, values, norms, and even emotions. Any
culture is essentially symbolic (see definition below).

Enculturation: the process of being raised within,
taught, and personally absorbing a culture.

Ethnography: a detailed and comprehensive written
description of a culture.

Ethnology: analysis, explanation and comparison of cultures.

continued on the next page
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GLOSSARY continued

Fieldwork: the study of a culture
through sustained, direct observation
of, and participation within it. (See also
“Participant observation” below.)

Functionalism: the idea that differ-
ent aspects of cultures exist because
they support the survival of individuals
and whole cultures.

Historical particularism: an approach
within cultural anthropology that
emphasizes the uniqueness of each cul-
ture, and denigrates the idea of general
theories about culture.

Linguistics: the systematic study of
language.

Neo-evolutionism: a modernization
of some,of the major ideas of unilineal
evolution (see below) that emphasize
the progress of societies, and the impor-
tance ofiadvancing general theories to
explain cultural development.

Participant observation: the study
of people-by observing and interacting
with themiwhile being directly involved
in their life ‘and activities. (See also
"Fieldwork above.)

Postmodernism: in cultural anthropolo-
gy, a viewpoint that sharply rejects the very
idea of a'science of culture. Postmodernists
see science as'a’Western tool of'domination
and oppression that is bound‘to Western
culture and believeythat scientific claims
by anthropologists-tell us more about the
anthropologists’ -own: biases: and cultural
blinders than -about any of the cultural
realities they claimto be analyzing.

Symbolic:.involving: srepresenta-
tions; thiat iispvisible thingsithat stand
for ideas-and thus convey méaning.

Unilineal evolution: thetidea that
over time all cultures develop; from
lower tohigher; ‘through the ‘same
stages, in the same order.

polygyny and concubinage and its consequences; beliefs
in oracles and other magic; men like Jacob having to per-
form bride service before they could marry other men’s
daughters; patrilineal systems (tracing ancestry through
the male line) carefully maintained; the levirate, kinship-
based property systems; tribal governments; incest and
menstrual taboos; and much else that is the basic stuff
of ethnographies. A book like Victor Matthew’s Manners
and Customs in the Bible (2006) is just one of many valu-
able resources that use such information to shed light on
Scripture.

For example, learning about how men with multiple
wives in contention with each other handle the problems
that arise in polygamous cultures around the world, il-
luminates much of what we read in Genesis concerning
Jacob, his two wives, and his two concubines. The beauti-
ful story of Ruth can only be understood in terms of the
levirate (Where a man is encouraged to marry the wife of
his dead brother, a responsibility that then can fall on
other male relatives by some rule should this not be pos-
sible or desirable). Boaz was Ruth’s “kinsman-redeem-
er,” and Jesus Christ is ours. Or consider the refusal of
Naboth to sell his vineyard to Ahab in 1 Kings 21, saying,
“The Lord forbid that I should give the inheritance of my
fathers to you” (v. 3). This is understandable to anyone in
a patrilineal system in which land belongs to the larger
kinship group and not to individuals in the strict sense of
the word, as was true in ancient Israel.

However, the obstacles that one is likely to encounter
in cultural anthropology, especially in terms of the preju-
dice and discrimination from professors and fellow stu-
dents, are considerable for the serious Christian. Doing
cultural anthropology really means getting a master’s
and probably a doctoral degree in the field. In today’s po-
litically correct academy, it would be very tough for the
orthodox, believing Christian to get through this process
intact, without being either rejected or co-opted. To get
something like an academic post, and then tenure after-
ward, would be challenging as well, except perhaps in a
Christian college. However, the latter don’t typically hire
many cultural anthropologists, and those within these
settings have often ended up pretty compromised them-
selves. All this would require a great deal of discretion,
including a lot of very careful picking of battles.

Attending a Christian college could help, if one can
find one with a sound program in cultural anthropology.
This means carefully talking to the college’s professors
in the major field about many of the problematic ideas
described in this essay and finding out where they stand
on them. The history of compromised “evangelical” col-
leges and professors is pretty dismal, and any social sci-
ence especially (of which cultural anthropology is one)
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must be approached with caution. Some Roman Catholic
colleges may also be very good choices if they are still se-
riously Catholic and offer a cultural anthropology ma-
jor, since they may enforce respect for basic, orthodox
Christian beliefs. Another option is to study a different
but supportive field (such as history or sociology) and
then tackle cultural anthropology at the graduate level.
Getting into a good cultural anthropology program does
not require an undergraduate degree in the field.

But whatever precedes it, if he is to move on in the field,
the Christian student will almost certainly find that he
needs to do graduate work in a secular setting, unless (once
again) he chooses a strongly Roman Catholic university.
Given the close relationships between professors and stu-
dents that are normal in good graduate programs, the dif-
ferences in values and beliefs that the Christian student will
encounter, and the prejudice of these academicians towards
biblical Christianity, are likely to lead to real problems. But
recalling that fine Christians regularly successfully navigate
programs where most practitioners hold key beliefs that are
hostile to scriptural approaches—such as sociology, biology,
psychology—it is certainly possible to do so.

One good piece of advice at the graduate level is to look
for programs that are more rooted in the “objective science”
side of the field, and to at least avoid like the plague those
that are heavily “postmodern.” The former will generally

Brahma bulls are considered holy to Hindus and
are seen freely walking the streets of India. This
one was_photographed sitting leisurely outside

a typical street vendor’s market in Chennai.

respect good logic and hard evidence, and will tend to sub-
scribe to academic norms that judge students on the quali-
ty of their work more than on their private religious beliefs,
even when the professors are personally liberal in outlook.
Itis also possible to find conservative cultural anthropolo-
gists. Normally, on the objective science side of anthropol-
ogy, they will usually treat Christian students with respect.
A good organization for any academician to join, espe-
cially one in a heavily politically correct field like cultural
anthropology, is the National Association of Scholars. The
NAS is committed to resisting political correctness, de-
fending the study of Western civilization, and promoting
sound, objective scholarship. It includes academicians of
many religions and political stripes, and sections orga-
nized around academic disciplines. The encouragement
and networking at NAS meetings both local and national
can be invaluable, particularly for the student looking for
good graduate programs and professors to work with.
However, nothing can replace the quality of the per-
sonal preparation and wise Christian walk of the stu-
dent himself. Someone contemplating, or engaged in,
the study of cultural anthropology should be thorough-
ly familiar with the Scriptures, with a particular focus
on what the Scriptures teach us about human beings.
The Bible has a wonderful, rich anthropology that, un-
like the secular variety, is completely true. This should
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be the starting point, and the check and balance, on all
of our inquiries into the field. But understanding the
Scriptures, including so many of the difficult passages
and problems that arise when studying humans in the
Bible, means also learning to read good books, includ-
ing commentaries on the Bible.

For example, consider the Onan incident in Genesis
38, where the latter is killed by God after refusing to com-
plete the sex act with his dead brother’s wife (a levirate
incident). How can we understand this? What place did
the levirate have in God’s economy here, and is the viola-
tion of the levirate the source of God’s anger with Onan?
Does this record suggest that birth control is obnoxious
to God? Would God demand something that, in many
practical instances, required that men engage in polyg-
yny? These are tough but important issues, and a good
student will want to know what scholars like John Calvin,
Martin Luther, Matthew Henry, and many others had to
say about this difficult passage.

Students in this field should also devour scholarly
works that critique cultural anthropology, or social science
generally, from a Christian viewpoint. For example, C.S.
Lewis's The Abolition of Man, mentioned earlier, is among
other things a cogent commentary on the error and con-
sequences of relativism, including the cultural variety. His
fine “Space Trilogy” (Out of the Silent Planet, Perelandra,
and That Hideous Strength, 1945) also has embedded, in
literary form, some excellent critique of the social sciences,
as well as some fine Christian anthropology. Another ex-
cellent choice is Leslie Stevenson and David Haberman’s
Ten Theories of Human Nature (2008).

Some books that set forth a Christian vision for the
social sciences (at least partly) are Abraham Kuyper's
Lectures on Calvinism (1898) and Herman Dooyeweerd’s
A New Critique of Theoretical Thought (four volumes,
1953-58). Although too long out of print, Alan Storkey’s
A Christian Social Perspective (1979) is also a fine book,
inspired by Dooyeweerd. Herbert Schlossberg’s Idols of
Destruction (1983) is a masterpiece. David Hegeman’s
Plowing in Hope (1999) has some excellent insights on
establishing a truly biblical theology of culture.

With this, Christian students in all fields should be fa-
miliar with the best work on integrating biblical faith with
scholarship. Some suggestions in this vein are: A Francis
Schaeffer Trilogy (1990), which comprises Schaeffer's
three most essential books (The God Who is There, Escape
from Reason, and He Is There and He Is Not Silent); George
Marsden’s The Outrageous Idea of Christian Scholarship
(1998); Mark Noll's The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind
(1994); Gary North’s (Ed) Foundations of Christian
Scholarship (selected essays, 1976); and the demanding
but essential The Defense of the Faith (1967) by Cornelius

Van Til.

Finally, while this has certainly been mentioned else-
where in this volume, meaningful, sustained involvement
with and commitment to fellow Christians, especially in
a local church, is vital. This needs to include interaction
with wise believers able to understand and respond intel-
ligently to problems and issues encountered in the study
of cultural anthropology. They need not be anthropolo-
gists of course, but can easily include those schooled in
disciplines such as theology, philosophy, sociology, com-
munication, psychology, and history, all of which regu-
larly tackle challenges similar to those confronted in cul-
tural anthropology.

—David Ayers
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ENDNOTES

1 Although the author is drawing on a number of sources
and general knowledge for these definitions, he is especially
grateful to Jean-Luc Chodkiewicz (“What is Anthropology All
About?,” pages 1-5, in Chodkiewicz (Ed), Peoples of the Past
and Present. Toronto: Harcourt Brace. 1995) for his concise
definitions of these subfield terms.

2 Though certainly figures such as Herodotus, Caesar, and
Marco Polo were not stuck in their armchairs!



DRAMATIC ARTS

What are the Dramatic Arts?

To learn about the dramatic arts is to learn about the
incarnation of words. An historical survey of theater
provides the student with a narrative of its cultural
use and impact that mirrors the very nature of drama
itself. The word drama has its origin as a Greek word
that means “action.” The dramatic arts then involve the
performance or acting out of literature (prose or verse)
by actors for an audience.

Amncient Religious Ritual

Theatrical professor Paul Kuritz has written, “The
history of the dramatic theater tells nothing less than the
tale of people’s changing conceptions of themselves and
of the universe.” Theater incarnates worldview, and the
performing arts have had a central role in human culture,
reflected even in the earliest known written languages.

Long before our secularized age, religion was the
controlling paradigm of interpreting reality. As such, the
temple was the center point of societies, and the worship
of deity or deities procured atonement for sins, agricultural
bounty, and military victory over enemies. The ancient
religious rituals were dramatic, allowing worshippers to
participate in the supernatural by re-enacting the actions
and primeval stories of the deity. The liturgical cult
required ritual performance of music, dance, and drama.

Classical Theater

The Western tradition of theater as we know it be-
gins with the ancient city-state of Athens around the
fifth century B.C. The word we use for actor, thespian, is
derived from the name Thespis, the reputed creator of
Athenian drama. The essence of theater is captured in
the term, mimesis, the imitation or representation of na-
ture or self. Each spring at the Dionysian festival, a com-
petition of plays and their performances dedicated to the
god Dionysus took place in a newly developed theatrical
stage structure that is now common to our experience: a
stage area with scenic backdrops surrounded by a semi-
circle of audience seating ascending a hill. Actors would
wear masks to display their characters and engage in
exaggerated bodily gestures to communicate emotion
to the thousands of audience members. The plays con-
tinued to draw on the myths and legends of the Greek
religion, though soon the human part of the story took
center stage.

The most celebrated playwrights of the Greek era
were Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, and Aristophanes,
but the most-remembered writing about theater is the
academic analysis of drama from Aristotle’s Poetics.
Aristotle defined tragedy as the highest poetic form, in-
volving an imitation of reality through an inevitable se-
quence of events (containing a beginning, middle, and
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end) with the intent of arousing “pity and fear” in the au-
dience, resulting in catharsis, relief through the purging
of emotions.

The thousand years of Roman civilization (509 B.C.-
A.D.476) continued the culture of Greek theater, with the
subjects becoming more secular and the favored genre
shifting to comedy. But by the third century, drama was
overshadowed in popularity by a different form of public
performance and entertainment: Circus. Athletic games,
chariot races, and gladiatorial contests were held in mas-
sive arenas. Like the action movies and sports events of
today, spectacle reigned. Gladiator events, though engag-
ing in real murder of its participants, were often staged
theatrically as famous historic land and sea battles. By
AD. 568 these spectacles ended, following the rise of
Christianity that would soon replace the mythology and
theater of the classical Roman Empire with a new para-
digm rooted in a “Holy Roman Empire.”

Medieval Theater
The Medieval age of Western Civilization, span-
ning the next thousand years from A.D 476 to 1517 was
dominated by the institution of the Roman
Catholic Church. Christian festi-
vals replaced pagan ones.
Theater was turned
into a teaching tool of
the Church. By 1264
this liturgical church
drama developed into
three kinds of plays
performed by the laity
during the many holy
day feasts through-
out the year: Mystery,
miracle, and moral-
ity plays. Mystery
plays would depict
all of history from
creation, through the
Exodus, the miracles of
Christ, His Passion and
Resurrection, and on
to the Final Judgment.
They would be mas-
sive productions and
involve hundreds of
community participants
for days on end, bring-
ing God and sacred
history into the com-
mon experience of the

Mystery plays depicted all of history, from Creation
to the Last Judgment, and were typically performed
on wagons that were then rolled to various stations
around the village. Some towns, like Chester, England,
have in modern times revived the practice, and the
re-enactments are large and popular community events.

populace. Despite the introduction of the printing press
in 1454, most peasants were illiterate, and the use of
these dramas substituted for their lack of access to the
written texts of the Bible. Miracle plays dramatized the
lives of the saints. Morality plays were allegories, us-
ing symbolism to explore the Christian life. Plays like
“Mankind” and “Everyman” taught the audience moral
lessons, disciplining their tastes and training their judg-
ments.! In these plays, the Devil was not only the tempter
of mankind, but he often supplied the comic element of
the play as his plans unraveled.

Renaissance Theater

With the rise of humanism in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries, came a revival of classical Greco-
Roman civilization in the arts of the Renaissance.
Though God was not absent in Renaissance cosmology,
man was nevertheless the measure of all things, with sci-
ence and reason being his foundation for beauty and
truth. This led to Renaissance artists approaching drama
as ordered, calm, rational, and enforcing social stability
through a more realistic imitation of nature.

A great divide increased between
the uneducated masses and
the educated aristocracy in
Western art and theater.

Art would divide into the
popular and crude “low
arts” of the masses
and the refined “high
arts” of the courts
and wealthy patrons.
Educated circles pre-
ferred imitations of
Greek and Roman
drama, with its uni-
ties of time (the story
could depict no more
than one day), place
(the story could have
only one location), and
action (the story could
have only one plot)
and its strict rules of
decorum (no violence
could be depicted on-
stage). Popular drama,
in contrast, drew on the
artistic freedoms of the
medieval drama. The
biblical plays depicted
the whole history of
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the universe, from creation to the last judgment, in one
afternoon; they took place in many locations; they had
many plots; and in depicting incidents in the Bible such
as the crucifixion, they showed violence.

In this milieu William Shakespeare (1564-1616)
wrote his comedies, tragedies, and histories, including
critique of both culture and king, with the dramatic lib-
erty inspired by the biblical plays. His work evidences
an implicit Christian worldview at times united with
humanist undertones, within a dramatic context of royal
turmoil (Macbeth, King Lear), corruption and decadence
(Hamlet), and the comic irony of social mores (Taming
of the Shrew). English Renaissance theater (1558-1642)
became the television or cinema of the day, with regu-
larly scheduled new episodes and multiple reruns for
the public, mixing sensational entertainment with mor-
al teaching for the amusement of the masses at public
playhouses.

Social Theater

The Age of Enlightenment (eighteenth century) marked
anew period in history championed by science and rea-
son and culminating in the decline of monarchies and
the rise of the middle class and democratic government.
It was an age of revolutions resulting from the logical
extension of a belief in natural religion, natural human-
ity, and natural rights. The problems with the world were
seen in the social order not in the individual.

And yet the style of drama in the Enlightenment was
not something new and experimental. Reacting against
the apparent messiness of drama in the biblical, medi-
eval tradition, the playwrights of the eighteenth century
went back to the rational rules and conventions of the
Greeks and Romans as the neo-classical style came into
vogue.

Courtly drama died in the eighteenth century and
was overrun by the middle class—the “everyman”—in-
terested in addressing social injustice, of which, not sur-
prisingly the ruling aristocracy and clergy were the pre-
dominant offenders. French playwright Denis Diderot
(1713-1784) embodied this “turn of the ages” with emo-
tion’s ultimate triumph over academic rationality. He
advanced rationalism with his editing of the first ency-
clopedia, yet eventually came to value imagination and
passion as more important in his art. He sought to “in-
spire men with love of virtue and horror of vice” through
his middle class subjects exploring domestic problems
in everyday life.

Romantic Theater

The rise of the Industrial Revolution (nineteenth cen-
tury) was the technological extension of Enlightenment
science. The Romantics of this era felt that humanity was
dehumanized through industrialism and mass produc-
tion and that nature was being raped by technology. In
response, they exalted individual emotion, subjectivity and
passionate expression, and a return to the “wild” of nature.
This also brought a fascination with Oriental philosophy
and religion and the dark side of existence, as embodied
in the chaos of nature against the social order and taboos.
The rise of the artist as individual genius and hero “ahead
of his time,” coupled with the elevation of art as a tran-
scendent experience of reality, created for the Romantics a
form of art as religion and artist as high priest.

Opera emerged as a dominant form of romanticism,
and German composer Richard Wagner's (1813-1883)
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Even though the Civil War epic The Birth of a Nation
was still in the days of silent film, it successfully integrat-
ed full-length feature storytelling with new techniques
of the camera to create an intimacy of viewing experi-
ence that transported the audience into the world of the
story in a way that the stage could never achieve.
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operas of mythical tragedy and spectacle (The Ring of
the Nibelung) became a quasi-religious embodiment of
the romantic spirit in theater. The most famous French
poet, Victor Hugo (1802-1885), brought a deeply lived
passion to the stage with his play Hernani, critical of the
monarchy and provoking enthusiastic audience reaction,
a blockbuster of its day.

Realist Theater

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
developed through a paradigm of Newtonian scientific
method, Darwinian evolutionary theory, and Einstein’s
newly constructed Relativity. This “positivist” elevation
of empirical observation as the only form of true knowl-
edge resulted in a scientific approach to society as well.
Romanticism died hard under the microscope of detailed

observation. Theatrical realists developed an approach
that focused on the present rather than a romantic past,
dispassionate accuracy in acting rather than emotional
excess, an attack on traditional Christian morality as
harmful to social evolution, and the rising middle class
as “bourgeois.” Thus, “social injustice” decried in the
theater was often rooted in an ideological resentment
of religion, power, and wealth. Realistic drama would be
epitomized by such playwrights as Henrik Ibsen (1828-
1906) in Scandinavia, Anton Chekov (1860-1904) in
Russia, George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950) in England,
and Tennessee Williams (1911-1983) in America.

Stlent Cinema
One technological invention would further the il-

lusion of reality in the performance arts and ultimately
transform theater: the photograph. In
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1839, Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre
invented photography, which was
supposedly the ultimate in scientific
empirical reproduction of reality.
Photography not only captured all
observable details, but it allegedly
diminished the elements of poetry,
symbolism, and imagination. By
1895 the Lumiére brothers had cre-
ated the first motion picture camera,
but it did not become popular until
1903, when The Great Train Robbery
added storytelling to the new tech-
nology and movies took off. While
dramatic theater as we have been dis-
cussing certainly continued on into
the present with a rich history of style
and influence, we will now shift over
to the cinema, because cinematic the-
ater would ultimately eclipse staged
theater as the dominant medium of
dramatic storytelling for the main-
stream masses of the twentieth cen-
tury. The stage would ultimately be
transformed into the screen.

From its origins and until 1920,
the cinema was silent, sometimes be-
ing accompanied in theaters by a live
orchestra. D.W. Griffith’s Civil War
epic, The Birth of a Nation (1915),
successfully integrated full-length
feature storytelling with new tech-
niques of the camera to create an
intimacy of viewing experience that
would transport the audience into




Dramatic Arts

5SS

the world of the story in a way that the stage could never
achieve. Acting gestures that once had to be expressive
enough for audiences to see at a distance (pantomime),
would now become increasingly more subtle and realis-
tic with the close-up. The camera’s ability to move within
the environment of the scene produced a more experien-
tial observation that theater could only imagine.

The Battleship Potemkin (1925) by Sergei Eisenstein
was also influential with its use of montage editing to
portray Russian history in favor of Communist propa-
ganda. The montage theory, which would affect the pow-
er of cinema to this very day, argued that the camera does
not merely capture objective reality; it defines reality by
directing the audience to see what it wants them to see.
For example, three images: A man cringing, another man
pointing a gun, and a man standing firm, would create
the image of courage. But the exact same images in re-
verse order would create the image of cowardice. Thus,
by aligning certain images in a certain order and from a
certain viewpoint, the storyteller directs the thoughts of
the viewer in a deliberate direction. All cinema becomes
the subjective perception of the filmmaker directing the
audience to see the story (ie, reality) through his world-
view lens.

In 1927 The Jazz Singer was released, starring famous
singer Al Jolson in ‘black face” as a stereotyped “negro”
lead character. It featured a prerecorded soundtrack and
a few “talkie” sequences—and it changed movies forever.

The 1930s saw the rise of major movie studios,
MGM, Twentieth Century Fox, RKO, Warner Brothers,
and others. Movie moguls (heads of studios) controlled
the product, hiring actors, directors, and producers like
factory workers to churn out hundreds of films a year.
The early sound era was surprisingly filled with movies
containing excessive sex and violence, which provoked
the indignation of the public. In order to preempt govern-
ment censorship, the studios developed their own pro-
duction code in 1934 that restricted how sex, violence,
and profanity could be addressed in movies.

Citizen Kane (1941), Orson Welles' first feature film
is considered by many critics to be the best film of all
time. It chronicles the life of fictional character Charles
Foster Kane from obscurity to riches and reveals the loss
of innocence and love in his quest for power. Welles’
unique style of montage editing, dramatic lighting, deep
focus cinematography, tragic realism, and complex char-
acterizations combined to create a movie that would in-
fluence the future of all filmmaking to come.

Of all the
gin joints
in all the
towns in all
the world,
she walks
into mine.

Casablanca
starred
Humphrey
Bogart
and Ingrid
Bergman.

America entered into the War in 1941, and most
of Hollywood followed the country’s pro-war senti-
ments, producing films like Casablanca (1942), starring
Humphrey Bogart. But after the war, the long tradition
of anti-war movies returned with The Best Years of Our
Lives (1946) an Oscar winning film arguing the negative
effects on returning soldiers.

The late 1940s and early 1950s also replaced the
previous optimism in the cinema, and the now-growing
empire of television, with a new pessimistic genre called
“film noir” (literally, dark cinema). These movies, pos-
sibly fueled by an enigmatic Cold War danger and the
newly threatening atomic age of mass destruction, were
detective stories that took place in mostly gritty urban
environments. They questioned authority by portraying
police and soldiers as corrupt, were cynical about love, by
depicting women as seducers motivated by greed rather
than love (“femme fatale”), and often dealt with deeply
psychologically disturbed heroes.

The most well-known director of noir thrillers, Alfred
Hitchcock, “the Master of Suspense,” hit his stride in the
mid-1950s with such thrillers as Rear Window (1954),
Psycho (1960), and Vertigo (1958). By the 1950s color be-
came a creative choice exercised by producers and direc-
tors in a growing number of films.

In the 1950s black and white television was an in-
creasingly popular medium with the public, who could
now enjoy the entertainment of Hollywood in the com-
fort of their own homes. So the movies had to compete. In
this period, movies began experimenting with more color,
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Frank Capra’s 1946 drama /t’s a Wonderful Life
continues to delight audiences today as it is aired
on television every Christmas season. James Stewart
played the role of George Bailey, a suicidal business-
man visited by an angel who helps him to see what
life would have been like had he never been born.

stereophonic sound, big budget spectacles, 3-D, and wi-
descreen cinema. The biblical epic The Robe was released
in 1953 with widescreen Cinemascope. Widescreen cre-
ated a “wider vision” of life, with its ability to capture
panoramas of both rural and urban environments, its
deeper focus, and visual space to work with character
relationships. Some classical films that used the wides-
creen to great benefit were films like David Lean’s World
War [ epic Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and Robert Wise’s
Swiss musical The Sound of Music (1965).

Nineteen sixty-seven is the year attributed to the start
of what some call the New Golden Age of Hollywood—
and what critics would call a more permissive age. By
1968 the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA)
had replaced the Hollywood production code with what
we now know as the MPAA rating system. This system
created rating categories labeled for adults which would
allow filmmakers to portray many forms of previously
banned sex and violence, and along with them, more crim-
inals and misfits as anti-heroes. Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and
Clyde (1967) is generally considered the inaugural film
of this new era. It transformed the gangster picture into a
political satire of outlaw lovers Bonnie Parker and Clyde
Barrow, heartland heroes awash in sexual perversion who
die in an ironic bloodbath the likes of which had never
been filmed before. Bonnie and Clyde set the pace for the
next decade of rebel filmmakers rejecting social norms of
propriety, sexuality, and authority.

This era also saw the coming of age of “auteur”

filmmaking, that a film is the product of one genius,
the director, who is responsible for all the elements of a
movie. Though directors in earlier years such as Howard
Hawks and Frank Capra could fit this definition with
their classic westerns and positive American values, it
was this new generation that exploited the auteur concept
into a household term—with a darker side. Among these
new maverick “auteurs” and their creations were Mike
Nichols’ socially defiant The Graduate (1967), Dennis
Hopper's hippie drug celebration Easy Rider (1969), John
Schlesinger’s X-rated Oscar winner, Midnight Cowboy
(1969), and Robert Altman’s anti-war satire, M*A*S*H
(1970). Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather (1972) is
perhaps the quintessential movie of this “rebel directors”
period. In it, Coppola depicts the Italian immigrant world
of the Mafia, with its devotion to family and equal devo-
tion to the “business” of crime, as a metaphor critiquing
the American social and economic experience as corrupt
and built on violence.

Though Hollywood studios had always made what
we now call blockbusters, expensive spectacle films with
wide commercial appeal, the 1970s opened the door to
what would become a growing emphasis on this cinemat-
ic form by studio productions into the twenty-first century.
A brief consideration of the top 25 grossing movies of all
time explains why: Almost every one of them is a block-
buster movie. And many of these moneymaking hits are
the franchise sequels with which we are so familiar today:
Star Wars, Raiders of the Lost Ark, Harry Potter, The Lord of
the Rings, Batman, and Pirates of the Caribbean.

It all started with Steven Spielberg's Jaws (1975) and
George Lucas's Star Wars (1977). Jaws would make more
money in its opening few weeks than all the movies made
by Universal that year. The temptation toward making
more blockbusters is obvious. This “genre” of filmmak-
ing would focus on more frivolous mass entertainment
over “serious” filmmaking, younger viewers over older,
wide releases, and immediate and repeat viewing. Critics
would complain that their obsession with special effects
and unrelenting action sequences of violence depreciate
the most important values of storytelling: plot, character
depth, and insight into the human condition. But to this
day, these are the films that make American movies the
dominating influence in global cinema.

The growth of franchise films and big budget studio
movies inspired a backlash of independent filmmaking
in the 1970s and 80s. “Indies” would make their movies



outside the mainstream on low budgets in order to main-
tain artistic integrity. Often these movies would become
surprise hits anyway and launch studio careers for some
of the filmmakers. Examples of early independent film-
makers and their films are John Cassavetes’ A Woman
Under the Influence (1974), Spike Lee’s racially volatile Do
the Right Thing (1989), and John Sayles’ socialist union
propaganda Matewan (1989).

But perhaps the most influential independence came
from those filmmakers who would be able to work within
the studio system to create big budget mainstream as well
as low budget movies and maintain their control over the
content and signature of their pictures. These directors
often have “final cut,” authority over the editing of the
film, which is a rare privilege. Martin Scorsese and Clint
Eastwood are two directors who typify American cinema
and maintain an independent control of their movies
that others only dream of.

Dramatic Arts

With the advent of digital filmmaking and new me-
dia, the future of cinema is uncertain: now low budget
films shot on digital cameras can look as good as those
made with expensive film cameras; young people are
turning more and more to the Internet with shorter at-
tention spans; movies can be seen exclusively on cable,
or in large-screen home theaters, or downloaded on the
Internet. Will the movie theaters survive? No one knows
for sure. But if the genre evolves, as did live performance
theater into cinema and television, one thing remains
for sure: storytelling and dramatic performance will cer-
tainly maintain its grip on the human soul and society,
because since the creation of man, dramatic story and
theatrical performance has been one of the most power-
ful means of understanding the human condition.
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The critical issues surrounding dramatic theater
have followed its history: its effect on society; its inter-
nal moral culture; and its comparison with rational,
philosophical discourse. The Christian church has had
a tumultuous relationship with theater and movies, but
it was a pagan who set the stage for the dominant criti-
cisms that would be repeated throughout history. At the
very origins of classical theater in Athens (360 B.C.), Plato
complained about the power of storytelling and theater
to subvert society through the emotions. His prejudicial
favor of rational philosophy as the superior means of
social control led him to propose the banishment
of poets and storytellers in The Republic. He
believed that the very act of imitation (mi-
mesis) that artists engaged in was in-
herently lying because of its artifice
and fiction. Plato concluded that
the dramatic performance or lit-
erary representation of the base
nature of man would stimu-
late the imitation of such sins
in society and personal life.
The masses, as opposed to
the elite rulers, are those most
susceptible to manipulation
and rhetoric.

These arguments would
continue to be repeated
throughout the history of the-
ater. One of the early Christian
fathers, Tertullian, wrote “The
Shows” (De Spectaculis) in the sec-
ond century AD., wherein he con-
demned the theater and public games not
only for the immorality of gladiatorial combat,
but also for their origins in and dedications to pagan
idols. He complained of immodest costume, foul lan-
guage, the excitement of illicit emotions and intoxication
in the audience, as well as the falsity of fiction, and for-
bade all Christian attendance at the theater and games.
The fact that Christians were mocked in the theater, and
eventually murdered in the games, did not help redeem
the reputation theater had with Christians for centuries.

Theater has never been without its Christian defend-
ers, but they usually pale in comparison to the influence
that key leaders of the faith had against it. Saint Augustine
of Hippo (354-430), one of those towering antagonistic
influences, was himself deeply influenced by Plato. His
duality of God and Satan, body and spirit, reason and emo-
tion built a foundation of prejudice against theater for not
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only the medieval period but for the Puritans as well. He
considered the incarnational aspect of drama to be fleshly
and emotional as opposed to the superiority of the life of
the mind and calm reason. Acting was “imaginary” and
therefore not true, but illusion and manipulation through
lies. The portrayal of sins on the stage was inseparable
from the real thing, and therefore immoral, and the enter-
tainment nature of it was a frivolous waste of time.

In the era of Shakespeare’s England of the early
1600s, the Puritans took up the fight against theater with
a vengeance. The Puritan polemicist William Prynne
wrote the longest, most ferocious attack of antitheatrical-
ism, Histriomastix. He condemned the origins of theater

as pagan and idolatrous, “odious, unseemly, per-
nicious, and unlawful” which no Christian
dare patronize; he accused the actors of
living lives of debauchery as effemi-
nate long-haired cross-dressers
and “notorious whores;” he con-
demned the actions on stage as
morally repellent and induc-
ing imitative behavior in the
audience, such as “amorous,
mixed, effeminate, lascivi-
ous, lust-exciting dancing”
Ironically, Prynne’s vocifer-
ous attacks were not found-
ed on having actually seen
any plays.

Today’s era of Christian
media watchdogs have car-
ried on the tradition of concern
over dramatic theater with online
movie reviews that count the num-
ber of obscenities and detail all moral-
ly objectionable behavior depicted in the
media. Gossip magazines and TV shows use

paparazzi to exploit every shocking moment of celeb-
rity actors’ debauched lives, simultaneously worshipping
them and holding them up for contempt. Psychological
studies are made, linking onscreen dissolute behaviors
and the disintegration of social norms. Things have not
changed much over three thousand years.

While all these issues over theater continue to the
present day with modern cinema and television, one of
them is particularly significant: the influence of dra-
matic narrative on the masses. The power of rational
argument and empirical observation, once deified in the
Enlightenment, has been uncovered as culturally impe-
rialistic and inadequate in understanding the human
condition. We live in a postmodern culture that is satu-
rated in narrative. With the advent of the Internet and



television, believer and unbeliever alike are ingesting
continuous amounts of story through the dramatic per-
formance of long running TV shows and sitcoms, music
videos, viral videos, movies, videogames, and webisodes.
Through all of history, the tendency of the main-
stream masses leans toward a “lowest common denomi-
nator,” in both intelligence and morality. French intellect
Alexis de Tocqueville, in his observations of American
life in 1835, concluded: “It has always been the theater
that the learned and the educated have had the greatest
difficulty in making their tastes prevail over that of the
people and preventing themselves from being carried
away by them. The pit [where the plebian sits in the play-
house] often lays down the law for the boxes [the seat-
ing of the aristocracy).” Or as Andrew Fletcher wrote, “If
aman were permitted to make all the ballads he need not
care who should make the laws of a nation.” The stories
told in the dramatic arts of mass media have surely be-
come the defining national ballads that Fletcher spoke of.
But appeal to the artistic elite in Off-Broadway, in-
dependent TV, films, and Internet sites can just as eas-
ily result in pushing the bounds of moral decency and
social indoctrination. Witness the power of conspiracy
theories in our post-modern culture, where as many as
thirty percent of Americans believe that the Bush admin-
istration knew of the 9/11 attacks in advance and may
have even orchestrated them—and this theorizing spear-
headed by academic professors. Or consider the influ-
ence of fictional narratives based on pseudo-scholarly
research like The Da Vinci Code, a case where millions
place their faith in spurious esoteric fables that incite
anti-Christian prejudice rather than accepting sound
historical research. And how can this happen? Because
the power of mass culture lies in the power of a story well
told or well performed—a believable narrative. The pow-
er of narrative can be used to deceive or to tell the truth.
So, the question remains: What is the proper relationship
of the Christian to dramatic narrative and performance?

THE DA VINCI CODE

In Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code it
is asserted that to the left of Jesus
(from a viewer’s point-of-view) is Mary
Magdalene, not, as most art historians
identify that person, John the Apostle,
and that the body angles between
Jesus and John form the letter M—
a reference to the Magdalene.

Christian artist Makoto Fujimura
writes about this artwork: Yes, there is
an “M” imbedded in the painting, but
Dan Brown does not go far enough in
tracing its mystery.

The real “M” or a series of “M"s,
starting from Philip’s stretched out
hand, do not end with John, but with
Judas. More specifically, the shock
wave ends in Judas’s right hand, which
holds the money-bag, symbolically
depicting the very coins that Judas
would receive to betray Jesus.

Is the figure of John effeminate?
Yes. But every male figure that
Leonardo painted bordered on androg-
yny. Leonardo’s depiction of the sexual
genre has never been a secret, and
even a critique of such in open forums
would not have surprised Leonardo.
What would be shocking to Leonardo
would be if the viewer did not some-
how recognize the greatest message
imbedded in the painting—that Judas,
the seed of betrayal, is in all of us.
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The antitheatrical prejudice that has typified
Christian history contains both helpful and unhelpful
elements. The mixing of pagan idolatry and immoral ex-
cess that followed non-Christian cultural dominance in
theater and media is certainly worthy of condemnation.
But too often the Church and her shepherds have tended
to react with their own excess in denouncing dramatic
performance as inherently sinful or worldly. Examples
of corruption can always be found, but that is not really
the point. A brief examination of the dramatic arts in the
Bible clarifies for the believer the high value that God
places on theater and drama.

It should be no surprise to Christians that the religious
cult, or system of practices and rituals, of Old Testament
Israel included elements of sacred performance in its
Ancient Near Eastern religious context. Though the Jewish
religion was antithetical to its pagan neighbors in its demys-
tification of nature and rejection of magic, it still retained as-
pects of its common cultural environment. The rich imagery
of things in heaven and earth that filled Moses’ Tabernacle
(Ex. 25-28) and Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 6; 2 Chron.
3-4) did not violate the second commandment, but rather
operated as a symbolic stage upon which God directed his
Levitical priesthood to enact the atoning drama “on earth
as it is in heaven.” The various ritual sacrifices served as
scripted performance and participation in the holy. The
Jewish feasts and festivals included symbolic dramatic
reenactment of sacred history, giving them present real-
ity: the Passover commemorating the Egyptian Exodus and
the Feast of Tabernacles memorializing the Tabernacle in
the wilderness. The Psalms were used for praise and wor-
ship unto Yahweh in the courts of His Temple. Singers and
musicians were an explicit part of the Levitical priesthood
given exclusively to temple service (1 Chron. 9:33) whose
performance was crucial to God’s glory (2 Chron. 5:11-14).
Dancing was an established means of worshipping God (Ps.
150:4) as well as celebration (Ex. 15:20).

God often used explicit dramatic performance rath-
er than mere verbal sermons to communicate his will.
Ezekiel could be considered a thespian prophet. God told
him to perform a play of war as a prophecy, acted out
with a miniature city besieged by battering rams (Ezek.
4:1-3). Then God had Ezekiel engage in a “performance
art” prophecy by lying on his sides for 430 days, tied up
in ropes, eating food cooked over burning excrement,
with an emblem of the sins of Israel on top of him (4:4-
8). Finally, he concluded this performance by cutting his
hair and beard and dispersing it in various ways to dra-
matically depict God’s concluding judgment (5:1-4). God
then told Ezekiel to perform a theatrical prophecy of exile

by covering his face, dragging his baggage around day
and night, and digging a hole in a wall to store it, while re-
peating the scripted words, “I am a sign to you” (12:1-11).
Ezekiel then had to tremble and shudder in fear while
eating his meals as another dramatic sign of the anxiety
that Israel would feel in their exile (12:17-20). And later,
God had him perform a sign of two sticks, symbolizing
Judah and Israel, becoming one, not unlike a magician
before his audience (37:15-23). Ezekiel was quite the
performance artist.

Jeremiah is called “the weeping prophet.” But he
should have been called “the acting prophet,” because
so many of his prophecies were theatrical performances.
God had Jeremiah act out His “Word” symbolically by
hiding his girdle by the Euphrates (Jer. 13:1-11), breaking
a potter’s bottle in the valley of Hinnom (19:1), walking
through all the gates of Jerusalem (17:19-27), wearing
a yoke on his neck (27:1-14), purchasing the deed to a
field (32:6-15), burying stones in some pavement (43:8-
13), and casting a scroll into the Euphrates (51:59-64).
Isaiah was commanded by God to engage in shocking
performance art as well. He was to walk around naked as
a visual “sign and token” of the shame Israel was about
to experience at the hands of Egypt (Isa. 20:2-4). Another
prophet plays out a prophecy by physically wounding
himself to embody God’s word to Ahab (1 Kings 20:35-
43). God values dramatic performance as a significant
means of communicating his Word to man.

In the New Testament, God uses the special visual
effects of a picnic blanket filled with unclean animals to
persuade Peter of the New Covenant inclusion of Gentiles
(Acts 10). Agabus binds his hands as a prophetic enact-
ment of Paul's future in Rome (Acts 21:11). The sacra-
ments of baptism and Lord’s Supper dramatically act out
spiritual cleansing and communion with God, and Gospel
writers use the theatrical spectacle of an emperor’s trium-
phal entry as an ironic drama of Jesus' humble perfor-
mance having epic spiritual significance (Matt. 21:1-10;
Col 2:14-15). Jesus Christ’s revelation to St. John clocks in
as the most extensive theatrical exhibition ever recorded
by prophet or pious poet, surpassing the big budget block-
buster visions of Ezekiel's resurrection valley of dry bones
(Ezek. 37), and Daniel's equally spectacular sci-fi pageant
of hybrid creature features (Daniel 7)—and stage-directed
as it were, by the ultimate playwright, God.

Several books of the Bible itself are deliberately struc-
tured according to theatrical conventions. The books of
Job and Jonah are depicted in dialogues reminiscent of
ancient plays, including prologues, epilogues, and several
acts. Job’s friends function as the chorus of ancient the-
atrical performances. God’s theological discourse with
Job is not so much a rational lecture of doctrine as it is a
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dramatic spectacle of sarcastic rebuke—a satire—using
a big budget tornado as God’s Dolby sound system. Some
scholars have argued that the book of Mark resembles a
Greek tragedy that follows Aristotelian structure, involv-
ing a prologue (Mk. 1:1-15), complications (1:16-8:26),
a recognition scene (8:27-30), and a reversal of the for-
tunes of the leading character followed by the denoue-
ment (8:31-16:8).

This does not lend question to Scripture’s divine
authorship simply because it follows human literary
convention. But it does illustrate that God considers the-
atrical expression to be an important means of disclos-
ing truth, as well as disclosing Himself. In fact, the use
of narrative and drama to communicate God’s Word to
man is so prevalent in Scripture that some theologians
suggest we approach our theology in dramatic terms of
God's speech and actions rather than in metaphysical
terms of facts, ideas, and propositions. Kevin Vanhoozer
suggests we see the Bible not as “a handbook of revealed
information, the systematization of which leads to a set
of doctrinal truths,” but as a dramatic script written by
God for the stage of the world, with humans as the ac-
tors, God as the author, the Holy Spirit as director, and
the Church as playing out the final act. “To become a
Christian is to be taken up into the drama of God’s plan
for creation.” Theology is not merely an intellectual ex-
ercise of mentally constructing an accurate picture of
reality in our ideas; it is a theatrical performance where
Christians participate in God’s story of redemption in
time and space history.

For Christians who hold to the Bible as their ultimate
authority, the biblical use of theater, spectacle, fictional
parable, and dramatic performance answers the ques-
tion of whether the use of theater is “false” or untruthful.
If God himself uses fictional drama and forms of role-
playing so frequently to incarnate truth, then the use of
such dramatic artifice is not intrinsically untruthful. The
intention to deceive or tell the truth is what determines
the morality of the drama, not the medium of perfor-
mance itself. When an acting troupe puts on a play or a
producer releases a movie, they are no more engaging in
deception than when Ezekiel performed a prophecy or
Jesus told a fictional parable. Nor can the bodily nature
of drama be considered inherently fleshly or worldly.
Believers are commanded to abstain from engaging in
explicit idolatrous ritual and ceremony (Deut. 18:9-13)
but have been commanded by God to engage in perfor-
mances described above that glorify Him or communi-
cate truth. Bodily performance is as integral to commu-
nication, sacrament, and worship as mental assent or
doctrinal belief.

“All right, Mr. DeMille, \\ AP 0’*‘
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OMNIrUS V

Sex, Violence and Profanity

Another important issue that requires atten-
tion for a Christian approach to dramatic per-
formance is the depiction of sinful behavior in
theater. As Plato, Augustine, and the Puritans
were concerned, does the depiction of sex,
violence, and profanity in dramatic perfor-
mance incite imitation in the audience?

Here again, the Bible is instructive in its

use of sex, violence, and profanity within

its narrative. As a record of God bringing
blessing and redemption to a sinful world,

the literary text contains the worldview
narrative of “Creation, Fall, Redemption,
Restoration.” As such, it does not fail
to detail the sinful behavior of man-
kind within the context of the story of
redemption.

A believable and influential por-
trayal of redemption necessitates a
believable portrayal of the sin from
which one is to be redeemed. And
the Bible contains some fairly ex-
plicit portraits of depravity. An
exhaustive list would be chapter-
length, so a sampling of such
immoral behavior will have to
suffice: Adultery (Prov. 7), incest
(Gen. 19:31-36), masochism and
satanic worship (1 Kings 18:25-

28), sexual orgies (Ex. 32:3-6),
prostitution (Gen. 38:12-26), rape

(2 Sam. 13:6-14), cannibalism (2
Kings 6:28), decapitation (1 Sam.
31:9), disemboweling (2 Sam. 20:10),
dismemberment (1 Sam. 15:32-33),
genocide (Joshua), human sacrifice
(2 Kings 3:27), dozens of murders
(Genesis to Revelation), suicide (Gen.
16:29-10), blasphemy (Isa. 36:14-20), ;
revenge (Gen. 34:25), theft (Gen. 31:19), <

voyeurism (2 Sam. 11:2) and vulgar insults
(1 Kings 12:10). : —— .
While much of the sex, violence, and e os ey Y
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profanity in the Bible are dealt with dis- va,v)om*‘“
creetly, there are nevertheless many passages /‘.f'

that contain some rather explicit descriptions
used by scriptural writers to make a holy point.
The book of Judges, if it were made into a movie,
would be rated NC-17 for its grotesque sex and
violence used to make the polemical argument of
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social degeneration when “everyone does what is right in
his own eyes” (Judg. 17:6). The evil and violence of the
genetically mutated beasts in Revelation could justifiably
categorize that book as a horror genre whose special ef-
fects outdoes George Lucas’s Industrial Light and Magic
and whose gory depictions would put to shame the grand
guignol theater of blood. The Song of Solomon has been
revealed by the conservative scholars of the Dictionary of
Biblical Imagery to be far more explicitly erotic in its origi-
nal Hebrew language than translators have been willing
to translate. God seems to use the dramatic imagery of
adultery and harlotry as dominant metaphors to depict
Israel’s spiritual unfaithfulness (Ex. 34:15-16; Lev. 17:7;
Deut. 31:16; Isa. 54; Jere. 3:2-8; Hosea). The shocking
sexual drama narrated by God in Ezekiel 16 and 23 alone
are so graphic as to trouble many Bible readers. The
Scriptures also record blasphemies and profanity from
the tongues of men and angels as well (Gen. 3:4-6; Isa.
36:14-20; Matt. 26:74). Even the Apostle Paul, intending
to indicate the spiritual poverty of man’s goodness com-
pared to God’s holiness, uses a profane Greek word for
excrement (Phil. 3:8).

And the depiction of such evil is not limited to histori-
cal recording. The fictional parables of Jesus contain vio-
lent images of beatings, murder, arson (Matt. 22:1-13),
choking and torture (Matt. 18:23-25), drunken parties
and dismemberment (Matt. 24:45-51), Godfather-style
drowning (Matt. 18:6), more dismemberment (Matt.
18:7-9), and the destruction of private property (Matt.
7:24-26)—and all these as metaphors to describe the im-
pact of the Kingdom of God.

There are several aspects to these depictions of sex,
violence, and profanity in the Bible that make them moral
exhortation rather than immoral exploitation. Christians
must take these qualifications into consideration in de-
veloping their standards of just what is appropriate in
theatrical depiction of evil. First, the intent behind bibli-
cal spectacle is to expose man’s inhumanity to man and
rebellion against God, not to imbibe in evil as entertain-
ment. Secondly, the depiction of evil is not indulgent.
Explicit portrayal is usually rare and surrounded by more
implicit allusion. Thirdly, in the Bible, sinful behavior
has consequences. Whether in this world or the next, evil
leads to self-destruction, not unfettered freedom. And
lastly, the context of evil is always presented as immoral,
not as a legitimate “alternative lifestyle.” Christians must
be cautious in their involvement with or observance of
such dramatic performance of evil to determine whether
the context of such display is redemptive or gratuitous.
And it is important to realize that the effect of a work of
art does not always match the intent.

As Christians who live in a postmodern world that
has produced suspicion toward abstract reason and
has embraced the body, narrative, and imagination, we
must navigate the treacherous pathway between the
extremes of Platonic idealism and Aristotelian empiri-
cism. Platonic idealism exalts the abstract world of ratio-
nality as the ultimate truth. It tends to reject theater as
a “fleshly” enterprise manipulating emotions, which is
inferior to the contemplative life of philosophy and intel-
lectual pursuit that stimulate reason. It is spirit without
body. Aristotelian empiricism rejects the “spiritual” and
abstract side of reality in favor of the concrete body of
“this world” experience. But both views suffer from the
same unbiblical dualism of separating spirit and body,
emotion and intellect, reason and imagination, and valu-
ing one over the other.

A proper biblical approach to understanding the
place of narrative and dramatic performance is incarna-
tional. It places equal ultimacy in both spirit and body as
a unified whole, emotion and intellect as equally a part
of God’s image in man, and reason and imagination as
equally necessary to God’s revelation. Jesus Christ, as the
very image of the invisible God (Col. 1:15) is an incarna-
tion of God’s presence, the manifestation of deity in bodi-
ly form (Col. 2:9), God’s own dramatic performance of His
Word and will within time and space. Jesus acts out God’s
scripted will of a redemptive story in a dramatic theol-
ogy of the body—Word become flesh (John 1:14). In this
way, dramatic performance is incarnational. It embodies
a worldview in its theme, brings concrete bodily expres-
sion to abstract ideas. It is living doctrine. The power of
theater is the power of incarnation through narrative.

The narrative nature of drama is also foundational to
a biblical worldview. About thirty percent of the Bible is
rational propositional truth and laws—whereas seventy
percent of the Bible is story, vision, symbol, and narrative.
The Bible is the story of God’s redemptive activity in his-
tory. The Bible is not a systematic theological textbook.
It communicates doctrine and theology mostly through
story. Storytelling draws us into truth by incarnating
worldview through narrative. Creation, Fall, Redemption,
Restoration—the elements of a worldview—is a narra-
tive progression of events that can be seen in dramatic
performance.

Stories are means of understanding truth through
existential inhabitation of narrative. As we enter into
the story and see ourselves in it, we see truth in a way
that mere logical or doctrinal discourse cannot achieve.
As Abraham Kuyper explained in reference to biblical
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literary narrative, “revelation strikes all the chords of the
soul, and not just one, e.g, the rational one. This makes it
clear that the historical doctrine of revelation is not the
barren propositional one it is often charged with being.”

Jesus taught about the Kingdom of God mostly
through parables. And those parables communicated in-
visible reality in terms of visible, sensate, dramatic stories.
To Him, the Kingdom was far too deep and rich a truth
to entrust merely to rational abstract propositions. He
chose stories of weddings, investment bankers, unscru-
pulous slaves, and buried treasure over syllogisms, ab-
straction, systematics, or dissertations. And His usage of
such metaphors and images was not a “primitive” form
of discourse, as if ancient Jews were not sophisticated
enough to understand abstraction. In fact, at the time of
the writing of the New Testament, Israel was immersed
in the Hellenistic culture that dominated the Middle East
with its heavily abstracted thinking. Jesus deliberately
chose story over abstraction.

Kenneth E. Bailey, an expert on Middle Eastern New
Testament studies, explains that “a biblical story is not
simply a ‘delivery system’ for an idea. Rather, the story
first creates a world and then invites the listener to live in
that world, to take it on as part of who he or she is.... In
reading and studying the Bible, ancient tales are not ex-
amined merely in order to extract a theological principle
or ethical model.” Theologian Kevin Vanhoozer agrees
that doctrinal propositions are not “more basic” than the
narrative, and in fact, fail to communicate what narra-
tive can. He writes in his book, The Drama of Doctrine,
“Narratives make story-shaped points that cannot always
be paraphrased in propositional statements without los-
ing something in translation.” If you try to scientifically
dissect the parable you will kill it, and if you discard the
carcass once you have your doctrine, you have discarded
the heart of God.

In conclusion, our modern western bias toward ra-
tional theological propositions can too easily blind us
to the biblical emphasis on visually dramatic stories.
We downplay dramatic performance as dangerous or
irrational, while God embraces such incarnation as a
vital means of communicating his message. We elevate
rational discourse as superior and theater as inferior
in its emotional and entertainment orientation, while

God elevates dramatic narrative equally with rational
discourse as part of our imago dei. We consider stories
to be quaint illustrations of abstract doctrinal universal
truths, while God uses stories as his dominant means
of incarnating truth. While it would be equally dan-
gerous to swing the pendulum to the other extreme of
postmodern irrationality in our pursuit of a Christian
worldview, we are obligated to consider our own cul-
tural biases and maintain a proper biblical balance of
reason and imagination, of orthodoxy (right belief) and
orthopraxy (right behavior), of theology and theater.
—Brian Godawa
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One of the most famous (and notorious) economists of
the twentieth century, Sir John Maynard Keynes, said:

The ideas of economists and political philoso-
phers, both when they are right and when they
are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly
understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little
else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be
quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are
usually the slaves of some defunct economist.

Indeed, the field of economics serves as the playground
for some of the most contentious discussion in contem-
porary thought. Mistaken economic beliefs can wreak
havoc on entire societies, while cogent economic think-
ing can open the door to a level of prosperity previously
thought unimaginable. As Lord Keynes points out above,

the implications of economic theory are far more practi-
cal than many realize (for good and for ill).

Christian social thought has participated in both the
good and the bad of economic influence over the centu-
ries. The spectrum of thought covering economic theory
is deep and wide, and Christian voices have contributed
to the dialogue, at times agreeing with one side of the
spectrum, and at times affirming the other. This begs
the question as to whether or not there is a distinctively
Christian view of economics or whether the Christian
worldview allows for simply casting one’s vote behind
one or the other conflicting schools of thought. In other
words, should men and women of faith study the major
perspectives that exist on the subject and subsequently
“cast a vote,” or does Christian social thought have some-
thing original and productive to add to contemporary
economic conversations?
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In the most basic sense, economics is nothing more
than the study of the production and consumption of
goods and services. Put more practically, economics
looks at the impact incentives and resources will have on
human behavior and allocation of scarce resources. As
is the case with any number of disciplines, the size and
complexity of the subject have forced an extraordinary
expansion in the study of economics. In modern society,
economic ideology is unavoidably overlapped with politi-
cal ideology, though that was not always necessarily so.

The Scottish philosopher, Adam Smith, is widely
considered the father of modern economics. While
best known for articulating the concept of “the invisible
hand,” his metaphor for the self-regulating nature of
the free marketplace, Smith was a pioneer in the theory
that rational self-interest can lead to broad-based eco-
nomic prosperity. The “invisible hand” describes the
inner-workings of the marketplace wherein consumers
and producers (often with no relationship to each other)
purchase and sell goods and services according to their
own wants and needs, with each incidentally helping one
another “invisibly” even though the objective was self-in-
terest, not altruism. (In the course of a business transac-
tion, I often use Federal Express to send documents and
proposals; my objective is always to get documents to my
clients in a more efficient manner, thereby expediting the
completion of a transaction that benefits me. However,
the money spent on Federal Express delivery also ben-
efits disinterested third parties—namely, the employees
of Federal Express, the food establishments from which
those Federal Express employees buy their lunch, etc,
etc) For Smith, individuals working to advance their nar-
row self-interest paradoxically work to advance the good
of all society as competitive markets advance broader so-
cial interests. A culture of competition is created when
a marketplace of producers and consumers sets out to
better each individual's own situation. This competition
creates lower prices and builds incentive for a variety of
goods and services. Smith’s magnum opus The Wealth of
Nations became one of the first modern works to advocate
free-market capitalism, the economic school of thought
in which the means of production and distribution are
privately owned and profits are the explicit incentive of
those who own and invest capital. Capitalism is not just
the most efficient system for economic management, but
the most moral one as well. The controversy behind this
viewpoint is as prevalent today as it was three centuries
ago, as we shall see.

Other notable names in the field of classical econom-
ics include Jean-Baptiste Say, David Ricardo, Thomas

Malthus, and John Stuart Mill. Say did monumental work
in understanding supply and demand. Ricardo became
one of the early intellectual pioneers of the free trade
movement, demonstrating its mutual competitive ad-
vantages. Malthus did yeoman’s work on the economic
implications of population growth and how it affected
resources. He was one of the first to note the connections
between economic realities and their inducement to mor-
al and industrious behavior. Mill accepted Smith’s view-
point that free markets were good at allocating resources
but disputed the idea that the market could properly
distribute income and profits. Each of these men made
his own contribution to the study of economics in the
nineteenth century and greatly influenced the various
progressions that would follow.

Descending from the classical school of economics,
Karl Marx represented a noticeable dissent from the
orthodoxy of Smith’s era. Marx saw the profit motive of
private enterprise and the ownership of private property
that it presupposed to be ultimately based on the exploi-
tation of laborers. Contra Smith, the “invisible hand” was
not improving society but instead was allowing an elite
minority to dominate the working class. The solution to
this social injustice, for Marx, was to place the means of
production in society into collective ownership. While
capitalists affirm the right of the owners of capital to con-
trol and direct resources at their disposal, Marx believed
that collective ownership of capital was required if we
were to remedy the exploitation of the labor class.

While perhaps it is too simple to posit that the ulti-
mate division in the field of economics in the nineteenth
century was between followers of Adam Smith and fol-
lowers of Karl Mar, it serves as a helpful paradigm for
understanding the major philosophical conflict entering
the twentieth century, and indeed, to this very day. For all
of the complex differences among the various schools
of thought and key economic thinkers, the essential
disagreement dealt with the practical and moral conse-
quences of private property and a profit motive (ie, the
alleged tension between economic profit incentive and
some form of collectivist vision for society). This tension
was not resolved in the twentieth century, but rather was
magnified many times over. The socialist, or collectivist,
view of economics took firm hold throughout much of the
world, and essentially argued for various degrees of state
control of the economy. After the Great Depression in the
1920s and 30s, the new orthodoxy in modern econom-
ics became the theories of John Maynard Keynes, who
rejected outright collective ownership and control of the
means of production in society, but defended the role of a
central planner (i.e, the state) in stabilizing the perceived
inefficiencies of the business cycle (the business cycle is
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the term economists use to describe fluctuations in eco-
nomic production, generally inclusive of expansion and
contraction). Keynes presented an alleged hybrid of the
most crude parts of free market capitalism and the most
benevolent and efficient parts of collectivism. Keynes
believed that aggregate demand for goods would be in-
adequate during economic downturns, but that the state
could compensate for that diminished demand by inject-
ing demand into the economy (through infrastructure
development, government spending, etc). Free market
advocates such as Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman
categorically rejected the tenets of Keynesianism, coun-
tering that the tools Keynesianism relied on would inevi-
tably lead to greater government control of the economy,
suppressing incentive, distorting prices, and stifling in-
novation. While Keynesianism argued for the neces-
sity of central planning in a stable economy, Friedman
(representing the Chicago school of
economics) and Hayek (representing
the Austrian school of economics)
demonstrated that the opposite was
the case: government intervention,
rather than stabilizing economic im-
balances, served to perpetuate them.
Hayek believed that Keynes failed
to understand the true nature of the
business cycle and that governments
could not create real demand; they
simply distort the real needs of the
marketplace, giving false price sig-
nals that ultimately lead to far great-
er instability. Joseph Schumpeter
coined the phrase “creative destruc-
tion,” arguing that while greater in-
novations and technologies may
render certain segments of an econ-
omy obsolete, these innovations and
technologies ultimately serve as the
engine of macro economic growth
that a society needs. Put differently,
this “creative destruction” may in-
flict short-term pain to some people,
but ironically creates long-term ben-
efits for all people.

While the failure of full-blown
Marxism in the Soviet Union and
Communist China did much to de-
stroy whatever credibility existed
in the theories of Karl Marx, and
the downfall of Eastern Europe
largely damaged the reputation of
exhaustive socialism wherein all

of the means of production are controlled by a centrist
state, the twentieth century oddly failed to extinguish
the forces of collectivist economics. Cherry-picked from
the ashes of full-blown socialism and Marxian econom-
ics, Redistributionism, a political philosophy as much
as an economic policy, survived as an alleged remedy
to many of the “social injustices” Marx addressed, albeit
not through a totalitarian command control economy,
but rather through a progressive income tax system and
welfare-state democracy.

At the heart of the matter today lie the same issues
that Smith addressed in the eighteenth century, Marx in
the nineteenth century, and Hayek in the twentieth cen-
tury: the moral propriety of a profit motive (is it proper to
try to make money?), the relationship between the state
and its people, and the best economic system for cultivat-
ing stability and prosperity.

Karl Marx (1818-1883) believed collective ownership of capital
was required to prevent the exploitation of laborers. A Prussian
philosopher and revolutionary, Marx was the author of Das
Kapitaland The Communist Manifesto (with Friedrich Engels).
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At stake in the conflict of modern economic debate
are issues that have long been wrestled with by the
Christian church. Not surprisingly, differing economic
perspectives are as prevalent both within and outside the
church, and the level of passion and conviction that ac-

countless sub-issues exist, and far
more than two major sides could be
said to exist on these three issues, I
believe these provide the basic par-
adigms of the present landscape.
These issues are:

(1) Differing views of material
prosperity

(2) Differing views of social
justice (and remedies to
social injustice)

(3) Differing views of private
property

Since economics is often per-
ceived as the study of the forces that
create material advancement, a ten-
sion has long existed at this juncture
for Christians. Does the very study
of economics expose one to the idol-
worship of money that Jesus warns
against? Isn’t the obtaining of mate-
rial possessions to be repudiated?
Even if Christians are permitted to
study broad principles of economics,
should not their material aspirations
be limited to that which can be used
to assist others in need? Consider
these verses, just a small sample of
Scripture texts often used to support

a theology of material frugality:

Jesus answered, “If you want to
be perfect, go, sell your posses-
sions and give to the poor, and
you will have treasure in heaven.
Then come, follow me.” (Matt.
19:21 N1V)

And He instructed His disciples that they should
take nothing for their journey, except a mere
staff—no bread, no bag, no money in their belt—
but to wear sandals; and He added, “Do not put
on two tunics.” (Mark 6:8-9 NASB)

companies these differences is even magnified. I am go- Jesus said, “No servant can serve two masters; for
ing to use three primary issues to illustrate the divide that either he will hate the one, and love the other, or
exists in looking at a Christian view of economics. While else he will hold to one, and despise the other. You
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cannot serve God and riches.” Now the Pharisees,
who were lovers of money, were listening to all
these things, and they were scoffing at Him. And
He said to them, “You are those who justify your-
selves in the sight of men, but God knows your
hearts; for that which is highly esteemed among
men is detestable in the sight of God.” (Luke
16:13-15)

The dilemma as it pertains to differing views of material
prosperity boils down to this: Does the Scripture con-
demn the pursuit of material wealth, and if so, shouldn't
that biblical view be reflected in our own suppositions
about economics? If the Scriptures do not condemn ob-
taining affluence, what economic system best reflects the
Scriptural view of markets and morality?

The Christian gospel presents a vision for social jus-
tice often portrayed as at odds with the free market capi-
talism of Adam Smith and Friedrich Hayek. No Christian
disagrees with the notion that God is very concerned with
matters of social justice.

Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and
faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows
in their distress and to keep oneself from being
polluted by the world. James 1:27 NIV)

If anyone has material possessions and sees his
brother in need but has no pity on him, how can
the love of God be in him? (1 John 3:17 NIV)

But while the need to care for those in material need is
not in question, the proposed solutions are the heart of
the dispute. One side sees progressive taxation and in-
come redistribution as the solution to caring for those
in need, while the other side sees increased growth and
freedom and individual responsibility as the long-term
solution. From Adam Smith’s perspective, social justice
is best addressed through the incidental benevolence of
the free market—the “invisible hand” at work. But to Karl
Maryx, the exploitation of laborers was the necessary ef-
fect of capitalism, and therefore free and open markets
were not merely tolerating social injustice, but creating it!
What economic system best reflects the Scriptural view
of addressing social and humanitarian needs?

The final integral issue addresses differing doctrines
on private property. One can see how the presuppositions
one brings to the subject of private property will necessar-
ily affect his entire view of economics. A Christian who

believes the Bible establishes the existence and propriety
of private property will likely advocate a system that cul-
tivates and defends it, whereas a Christian who disputes
the morality of private ownership is far more likely to be
attracted to the lure of some form of collectivism. The
biblical view of private property, whatever it may be, is
necessarily intertwined with any biblical view of econom-
ics. Karl Marx saw private property as a dehumanizing
force in society that causes humans to sacrifice the good
of their species for their own interests. John Locke, on the
other hand, saw private property as a natural right, with
each man possessing the moral right to claim ownership
of the fruits of his property. Does the Christian worldview
resemble Marx or Locke in its treatment of private prop-
erty? Certainly other viewpoints exist, but essentially all
other viewpoints are mere variations of these two major
perspectives.

There is no question that Christians who defend a
free-market approach to economics, and do so within
the context of a biblical worldview, carry a heavy burden.
The intuition that the Bible condemns the pursuit of ma-
terial prosperity is a common one, and a good number of
verses lend it prima facie support (though, I will argue,
they do not provide support beyond that). The Christian
response to the critical issues I have outlined needs to be
as follows:

(1) The Bible supports the pursuit of material
prosperity, and in fact, encourages it. What
the Bible condemns, and condemns in the
strongest language possible, is any and all
forms of idolatry. The Bible condemns ill-
gotten gains. The Bible condemns mistreat-
ing the poor as a means of obtaining riches.
And God, being a jealous God, will not share
His glory with anyone. Any person who seeks
riches as a substitute for fellowship with God
is in grave sin and has missed a crucial point
of a biblical view of affluence.

(2) While social justice is of primary importance
in the Bible, any economic system that seeks
to alleviate poverty through forced economic
redistribution of wealth (taking money from
those who have it and giving it to the poor by
taxation or force) creates just such injustice.
The biblical view of charity is that a charitable
spirit is found in the heart, not in the coercive
powers of the state. Human dignity is most re-
spected when Christians voluntarily seek to
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care for those in need. Confiscation of wealth
from one party to give to a third party is not
charity; it is theft. Ironically, the heavy weight
of historical evidence tells us that the greatest
alleviation of poverty comes when political
and economic freedom is greatest. The free
market is not the cause of social injustice; it is
the cure!

(3) The entire thesis that a Christian view of
economics leans more on the side of Adam
Smith than the side of Karl Marx hinges upon
our view of private property. The Scripture’s
uncompromised respect for private property
provides the foundation for a private enter-
prise economy. Just as the prohibition of adul-
tery (Ex. 20:14) presupposes the institution of
marriage, so also the prohibition of theft and
covetousness presupposes the institution of
private property (Ex. 20:15, 17). Out of our
private property doctrine will come an incen-
tive system that matches Proverbial wisdom
with capitalistic tenets, the framework need-
ed to maximize productivity and faithfulness
in a modern economy and a repudiation of
collectivism.

The pursuit of material prosperity is a given in most cul-
tures. It is uncategorically natural to the human condi-
tion to desire a better life for one’s self, greater comfort,
greater blessings, greater freedom, and greater abun-
dance. The question a Christian must ask is whether or
not this is only natural for humanity to the extent that it
reflects the carnal condition, or whether or not it is part
of God’s design for our lives. God desires for His people
to live in delight. Our covenantal journey is one of start-
ing at, and returning to, Edenic conditions. This is an eco-
nomic journey, just as it is a spiritual and moral one. The
story of Adam and Eve in Eden before the Fall is one of
abundance and delight. The story of the Exodus recounts
God’s leading his people out of oppression and poverty
and toward His promise of a “land flowing with milk and
honey” (Ex. 3:8). The eschatological journey on which we
find ourselves now is destined to end in the “celestial city”
(Heb. 12:22), a place where the “streets are paved with
gold” (Rev. 21:21). The picture of the journey we find our-
selves on is frequently one portraying a people seeking
improved material conditions—even conditions of pros-
perity and affluence.

The Bible is replete with a message that wealth is
a gift from God, and an incentive for hard work and
innovation.

You may say to yourself, “My power and the
strength of my hands have produced this wealth
for me.” But remember the LORD your God, for it
is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth,
and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to
your forefathers, as it is today. If you ever forget
the LORD your God and follow other gods and
worship and bow down to them, I testify against
you today that you will surely be destroyed.
(Deut. 8:17-19 NIV)

Readers should note the two-fold message of this pas-
sage. While on one hand, the production of wealth is
affirmed and encouraged, pride and self-reliance are
condemned. The testimony of Scripture is adamant that
a dependence on one’s wealth will not end well. God is
not mocked. He demands that His people live lives of
gratitude and humility. Even so, He proposes time and
time again that wealth and prosperity are an incentive to
creative and industrious labor.

The Bible does not promise that every believer will live
in prosperous delight. What it does, though, is affirm that
every believer may pursue wealth. However, unlike capi-
talist systems that glorify hedonism and selfishness (Ayn
Rand), the biblical system notes both the rights and the du-
ties of free people. While our economic system of thought
may call for a human liberty that is free to succeed and
flourish in a market economy, our theological system of
thought recognizes God as the giver of all good things and
seeks to practice the biblical notions of stewardship and
gratitude, without which the market system crumbles un-
der the heavy weight of sinful human nature.

A biblical pursuit of material prosperity is careful to
praise God for all He has given us (Ps. 107:8). It does not
pursue ill-gotten gains (Prov. 10:2). It does not exploit the
poor (Amos 5:11). It focuses on wealth as a reward for
hard work (Eccles. 5:19). It never loses sight of content-
ment (1 Tim. 6:6). But most of all, a biblical view of wealth
is one that encourages the idea that prosperity is to be an
incentive for productivity (Prov. 10:2-5). It also provides
the basis for generosity by providing us something to be
generous with (1 Tim. 6:17-18). We don’t want to slide
into thinking that the poor will be taken care of by an
impersonal “invisible hand.” Generous Christians must
be involved. And besides, if wealth were a bad thing, why
would we want to share it with others?

The challenges embedded in this topic do not end
there. The study of economics seeks to understand pro-
duction and consumption, but it also allows for address-
ing the major social concerns of the day. The vast major-
ity of confused economic theory juxtaposes social justice
and economic freedom in such a way that it delivers



neither social justice nor economic freedom. The view
of the state that Marx held, and to a much lesser degree,
Keynes as well, calls for some central authority in the
administration of social justice. The prevalent economic
philosophy of today uses a progressive tax system to first
garnish wages from some of the more productive mem-
bers of society, and then to redistribute a portion of those
proceeds to others. Social ills including homelessness,
hunger, disease, poverty, and many others are addressed
via the bureaucracy of the state, funded via redistributed
funds which were collected from revenue-producers in
society (ie, capitalists). The Christian response to dis-
putes over issues of social justice must be to first properly
identify the problem and then properly identify solutions
to the problem.

Orphans and widows are examples of severe so-
cial need. “Income inequality” is not such an example.
Today, income inequality is held up by the political Left
as one of the great illustrations of the failure of capital-
ism. However, there is no coherent reason whatsoever
for seeing income inequality as a social evil. In fact, the
presupposition that income inequality is itself a social
ill is deeply rooted in an egregious violation of the Tenth
Commandment that “thou shalt not covet” (Ex. 20:17).

Economics

The temptation to view the difference between monetary
compensation received by one party versus that of anoth-
er party as a social woe only makes sense if one falls for
the “zero-sum game fallacy.” This describes a belief that
one participant’s gain is exactly equal to another partici-
pant’s loss. In other words, you can only get a bigger piece
of pie if someone else gets a smaller one. But this fails to
see the reality of “wealth creation,” by which the entire
pie of wealth grows, as opposed to various slices of the pie
simply being re-drawn. In a free market system, matter
is converted into resources, and this selling of the goods
and services that are made creates economic expansion.
It stands to reason, then, that consumers will put a differ-
ent price tag on different skill sets and goods as market
conditions allow (and demand). The idea that different
people of different work ethics, working in different in-
dustries, and employing different means of competing
in their given marketplace would all obtain the same
income is intellectually absurd and morally skewed. For
a Christian who is faithful to avoid coveting his neigh-
bor’s possessions, income inequality is a red herring. As
Hayek’s work on price signals has taught us, the free and
open market will indicate what value is to be placed on
certain labor and exchange of goods. Income inequality

The Orphan, an engraving from the original by
Scottish painter Thomas Faed (1826-1900).
Christians should not be lulled into thinking

that the poor will be cared for by'an .

impersonal “invisible hand.”
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will always exist as long as there is a variance in degrees
of responsibility, risk, importance, and complexity in the
job market. It is a perversion of the definition of “social
injustice” to include the disparity of income levels within
that broad category.

But what about real cases of social injustice, such as
the aforementioned examples of widows and orphans?
Surely there are many examples of human tragedy that
do not reflect poor human decisions, and a Christian
must incorporate a comprehensive view of social justice
into his worldview to address just such issues. However,
the idea that a compulsory redistribution of wealth, ad-
ministered by a state that is dependent upon votes for its
power, will be the ideal mechanism for remedying social
injustice is patently false and, in fact, counter-productive.
The very definition of charity implies a voluntary and
personal action. Why is it that people who object to the
impersonalism of the “invisible hand” don’t object to the
impersonalism of distant federal bureaucracies? When
the societal responsibility of caring for the poor is taken
from the individual, family, and local church, and vested
in a federal bureaucracy, it should shock no one that
people are less motivated to find ways to help the poor,
looking instead to the government to care for them.

The doctrine of moral proximity not only teaches that
we are most morally culpable for what is most proximate
to us (ie, I am more responsible for the injured man ly-
ing in front of me on the road—Tlike the Good Samaritan—
than I am an injured party in a far away continent that I
could not possibly help if I wanted to), but it also teaches
that we will have a far greater likelihood of success in such
a scenario as well. When moral human agents engage the
societal ills that are most troublesome to them directly,
far more attention, passion, conviction, and sensibility are
injected into the problem. Bureaucrats lack the ability to
be charitable (it is not their money they are distributing),
and lack the ability to be efficient (they are not in proxim-
ity to the ill they are trying to address). But local churches
and organizations, bound by their own moral consciences
and operating with a duty to serve their fellow man, are
not nearly as subject to the pile of inefficiency that gov-
ernments leave behind when they attempt to redistribute
wealth. Taking money from one person or family and giv-
ing to another (or if you want the technical language: con-
fiscatory wealth redistribution) is not only immoral, but it
hurts the incentive to work and generate profits, thereby
leading to greater unemployment and poverty (the very so-
cial ills supposedly being remedied).

Free market advocates cannot take the burden of
social justice lightly. It is a serious thing for secular ad-
vocates of a free market system, as they do not desire to
live in abject chaos (history and human sociology tell

us that there is an inverse correlation between social
justice and law-breaking). Christian advocates of a free
market system who take seriously the biblical mandate
to care for the poor must also take social justice issues
seriously. Marvin Olasky’s landmark work The Tragedy
of American Compassion provides a plethora of support
for the failure of the modern welfare system to effec-
tively engage in social good. What is appalling in the
present age is not that profit-driven Christians would
continue to seek an increasing level of productivity even
as homelessness and poverty exist, but that manipula-
tive believers would continue to invoke the redistribu-
tive power of the state in addressing what it has so mis-
erably failed to address. In many cases the cure is worse
than the disease.

Finally, the third critical issue requiring our attention
is that of private property. Our response to this issue sets
the tone for how the Christian will side in the great divide
between Adam Smith and Karl Marx. The free market
capitalist builds his system of economics on the belief
that there is such a thing as valid private property. Private
property rights have been defended by such important
historical stalwarts as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke,
Charles Montesquieu, William Blackstone, and Frederic
Bastiat. It is my contention not just that Christians ought
to side with private property advocates within capitalist
economic circles, but in fact, that secular private prop-
erty rights advocates owe their views on the subject to
Christian teaching. As we shall see, the doctrine of pri-
vate property is one established by Scripture itself. And
yes, private property does provide the needed foundation
for the repudiation of collectivism and defense of free
enterprise.
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“Thou shalt not steal” serves as the great and eighth
commandment in the holy Decalogue God gave to Moses
to guide the ethical behavior of His chosen people (Ex.
20:15). And out of this great commandment comes one
of the most significant economic inferences in the entire
Old Testament. Though far from being the last word on
the subject, “thou shalt not steal” is certainly the first set
of words, and by inference, it captures a powerful man-
date for the existence of private property. For indeed,
how can one be guilty of stealing if someone else does
not possess the right of ownership? The Old Testament
ethic went beyond the mere prohibition of theft, but in
fact, provided a thorough case law system for punitively
addressing it (Ex. 22:1-14; Lev. 6:2-5). Private property is
established by Scripture itself, just as the theft of some-
one else’s private property is prohibited by Scripture. The
implications of this were recognized early in our nation:

... the exclusive right of possessing, enjoying and
disposing of a thing; ownership. In the beginning of
the world, the Creator gave to man dominion over
the earth, over the fish of the sea and the fowls of
the air, and over every living thing, This is the foun-
dation of man’s property in the earth and in all its
productions. Prior occupancy of land and of wild
animals gives to the possessor the property of them.
The labor of inventing, making or producing any-
thing constitutes one of the highest and most inde-
feasible titles to property. —Noah Webster

As John Locke and, centuries later, Murray Rothbard

A low view of property rights is not only
ethically flawed in its overt contradiction
of God’s ethical maxims, but it is
pragmatically disastrous.

have persuasively argued, the right to private
property includes the right to the fruit of one’s
labor. Ownership of property is created by the
application of labor. Opposing property rights is
really not a desire to abolish them, but rather to
simply transfer them to a third party—most fre-
quently, the civil government. A low view of prop-
erty rights is not only ethically flawed in its overt
contradiction of God’s ethical maxims, but it is
pragmatically disastrous. Common ownership of
resources provides no strong incentive to preserve
the resource. Most individuals will care for their
personal property more diligently when they know
that their ownership of it is protected by the rule of
law. Indeed, the rule of law is an integral part of be-
lief in private property rights. Confidence in the enforce-
ment of property protections is required for the benefits
to be fully realized. The management of resources and
real property where private ownership exists provides
incentive for the types of behaviors that preserve value
in society, leading to greater prosperity and improved
aesthetics for society at large. Private ownership provides
incentives for the maintenance, safety, health, and func-
tionality of our communities.

Ultimately, the legal rights of private property are the
underlying requisite for rational economic calculation.
Prices of goods and services cannot be determined without
enforceable property rights. Without prices for goods and
services there cannot be profits, and without profits there
cannot be economic growth. The alternative is the cold and
de-motivating world of collective ownership, also known as
socialism, wherein prices are set by a central planning au-
thority according to the marginal cost, and not by an open
and competitive price system. The control of capital, to the
capitalist, is not about a right to exploit the worker (as Marx
contended), but rather is about the right of the owner of
capital to exchange it as he wishes. A laborer does not have
to enter into the transaction, and neither does the owner of
the capital. Both parties, possessing clear control of their
own property, are free to choose (in the case of the owner,
it is his capital and resources; in the case of his laborer, it
is his desired skill set). The major theme of capitalism and
private property is, and must always be, personal freedom.
The freedoms embedded in the doctrine of private owner-
ship are what make a prosperous society possible.
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This is by no means an exhaustive discussion of the
historical tensions in economic thought or the Christian’s
considerations in assessing them. Economics is a compli-
cated social science, made even more complicated by its
necessary intertwining with socio-political issues. And
while many classical and neo-classical economic think-
ers have laid the foundation for a comprehensive under-
standing of the subject, we can be certain that a great
deal of work remains to be done.

Most important for those who believe in developing
and applying a biblical world and life view to all aspects
of Christian living is the careful synthesis of our theologi-
cal precepts with the economic truisms of the free market
system. But these truisms must not be synthesized on the
ground that we like the results they produce but rather
because we fundamentally believe in the superiority of
the free market system as measured by the standards of
Scripture. To the extent that private enterprise econom-
ics most respects the dignity of the person, created in the
image of God, given a series of rights and duties, we com-
mend private enterprise economics. To the extent that
the pursuit of material prosperity allows human beings
to flourish, we defend the pursuit of material prosperity.
The Acton Institute has articulated this very well in their
core principles:

Liberty flourishes in a society supported by a
moral culture that embraces the truth about the
transcendent origin and destiny of the human
person. This moral culture leads to harmony and
to the proper ordering of society. While the vari-
ous institutions within the political, economic,
and other spheres are important, the family is
the primary inculcator of the moral culture in a
society.!

While secular capitalists often draw proper conclusions
in matters of economic thought (they understand the
relationship of supply to demand; they are skeptical of
the ability of the state to objectively control an economy;
they understand the necessity of an uninhibited incen-
tive system to maximize productivity, etc.), we must be
very careful to identify the places at which our premises
differ from theirs. Our belief in the pursuit of material
affluence is necessarily subject to covenantal obedience
and at all times subordinate to our standing before God
as His creation. The free market system, developed over

the centuries by economic pioneers such as Smith, Locke,
Mill, Hayek, and Friedman, does not provide Christians
with a functional framework that can be backed into our
religion. Rather, the Scriptures establish the principles
and values of a market economy—values that we hold
dear. It is the Bible more than any philosopher that dic-
tates the tenets of the free market system we believe in.
We must not put the cart before the horse. Secular and
faithful capitalists alike ought to resist the malignant
intentions of corrupt power. However, we Christians
must equally resist the malignant intentions of secular
capitalists.
For while both see the merit of the profit motive, only
a believer, ingrained in the worldview provided him or
her by the Bible, can make heads or tails of what it means
in daily economic life. Like the house built on shifting
sand, free market principles divorced from Christian eth-
ics will always, always end poorly. But when synthesized
with the gospel of Jesus Christ, free enterprise will do
more than just transform a society economically; living
with faith in the promises of the gospel while practic-
ing free enterprise will provide a coherent and virtuous
model of what prosperous living ought to look like. This
must be the aim of economics.
—David Bahnsen
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ENDNOTES
1 These core principles may be viewed in their entirety by clicking
Link 1 for this chapter at www.VeritasPress.com/OmniLinks.
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Engineers solve problems. Engineers use rigorous meth-  created different ways for humans to get places faster,
odologies, specific domain knowledge, engineering such as cars, trains, and planes. Engineers created dif-
techniques, math, and science to analyze and design ferent ways for humans to communicate, such as cell
solutions. Engineering requires creativity, sound judg-. phones, television, and the Internet. Erfgineers created dif-
ment, perseverance, experience, and risk. Engineering  ferent way$ for humans to stay healthier and live longer,
is a profession that requires significant education, typi-#% such as vaccines, MRI scanners, and robotic-assisted sur-

cally membership in a professional society, and some- | gery. The examples are endless, but you get the picture.
times government licensing. Engineers work closely with There are many different kinds of engineering, just
scientists, technicians, 'businessmen, and customers.. as there are problems to solve in many areas of life.
Engineers have created or influenced almost every aspect  Examples of the larger branches of engineering include
of the world where we live.! Theodore von' Karman say's:" ) Jelectrical, mechanical, civil, chemical, computer, biomed-
. ical, and aeronautical. There are many very specific types
of engineering such as nuclear, petrochemical, materials,
mining, etc. New types of engineering are created period-
ically as science or technological advancement open up
The National Academy of Engineering defines engineer-  new areas with problems to solve. Each type of engineer-
ing as: " ing has specific knowledge, techniques, and tools that
dlffer from other branches of engineering, but all apply
8 22 Common approach to solving problems. Additionally,
many real world problems require knowledge and skills
from multiple areas, so engineers frequently work on

multi-disciplinary teams.
lethm eachitype of engineering there are many dif-
ferent types of jobs. Some engineers are almost indistin-
guishable from scientists because they spend most of
their times in the lab doing experiments. The difference
is that the engmeer always tries to usé the experimental
result to solve some problem. Some engineers spend most
of their time in an office working on a computer. They
use design programs such as CAD (computer aided de-
others that require people to create products that sign) or run simulations of (.liff.erent typ.es of solutions.
didn't exist befare - W\ They may spend much of their time working alone. Some
v\ “ engineers spend their time out51de preparmg the site of
The Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology  a new cell tower or crawling beneath the streets to main-
(ABET), the agency that accredits college engineering tam the pipes and wires that keep a City running, Others
programs, says that engineering design is: \\4' re ™% spend most of their time working with cuStdmers and
I other people t0 understand their problems or‘help them
. the process of devising a system, cdmponent : . . . .

or process to meet desired needs. It i Isa decision- _mstall anel g 20 ST Fmall}f, opu @t g SU e
Taking proceas (orlen iteratnelii whlch e T spend.their time in management looKing at the big pic-
ture where's solutions fit and then guiding other engineers

sic sciences, mathematics, and the engineering s
g 63 to fulfill those needs Engineers oftén' make good senior
sciences are applied to convert resources optl-
4o 4 4SS T M managers because of their d1sc1phned way of approach-

mally to meet these stated needs.* . *
s A ing problems A § =

There are many definitions of engmeermg but in the Engineering is arespected and well -paid career field.
end, engineers solve problems. # 4= ~* |~ _  The demand jfor ve.ngmeers 1S h@l and growing. Even
There are as many examples of engineer-solved probs, . though some technical jobs are flowing overseas, the de-

lems as there are products we use every day. Engirteers " mand fofengineers in the United States will continue to

SEOTISN TA-A

“Scientists discover the world that exists; !
engineers create the world that never was”?

Engineering has been defined in many ways.
It is often referred 0 as the “application of sci-
ence” because engineers take abstract ideas and
build tangible products from them. Another
definition is “design under constraint,” because
to “engineer” a product means go“gq_nstruct it in® B
such a way that it will do exactly what you want
it to, without any unexpected consequences.
Engineers are men and women who create
new products. It is estimated that there are over 2
million practicing engineers in thé United States.
They work in fields such as biomedicine, energy,
automotive, aerospace, computers,*and many

W
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technological tasks for others only if qual-
ified by training or experience, or after
full disclosure of pertinent limitations;

7. toseek, accept, and offer honest criticism

of technical work, to acknowledge and

correct errors, and to credit properly the
contributions of others;

to treat fairly all persons regardless of

such factors as race, religion, gender,

disability, age, or national origin;

9. toavoid injuring others, their property,
reputation, or employment by false or
malicious action;

. to assist colleagues and co-workers in their
professional development and to support
them in following this code of ethics.

grow for the foreseeable future. Additionally, the need
for engineers is global, so people who want a chance
to travel can easily find such opportunities in engi-
neering. In high school, the best way to prepare for
a career in engineering is to focus on advanced math
and science courses, as these are the basic tools that
engineers use to solve problems.

To the casual observer, it would seem that en-
gineering is ethically neutral. Does God really care
which type of concrete to use in a bridge or whether
an electronic device runs at 2.5 volts or at 5 volts? It is
true that much of the math and science in engineer-
ing has minimal moral implications; however, the
problems engineers choose to solve and how they go
about it has great moral impact. Every engineering
professional society has a code of ethics, such as this
one for the electrical engineering profession:®
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Although such codes are not explicitly Christian,
they certainly reflect natural law and strive to
promote the common good (see point 1 above).
Finally, there is a stereotype of engineers as
geeky, anti-social loners who care more about
technology than people. There are certainly
many engineers who fit that description.
However, most engineers have to work closely
with a variety of people to identify problems,
manage projects, and install solutions. They
frequently work in teams for long periods of
time. Although all engineers require ba-
sic technical skills, successful engineers
require more. Successful engineers are
good communicators both orally and
in writing. Successful engineers have a
strong work ethic. Successful engineers
are able to step back and see the big
| picture of where their particular so-
lution fits. A 2006 article in the Wall
Street Journal reported that about
20% of the CEOs (chief executive
officers) of top U.S. compa-
nies are engineers.” In to-
day’s complex world that
requires large, integrated
solutions, the old stereotype
just doesn'’t fit well.

We, the members of the IEEE, in recognition of
the importance of our technologies in affecting
the quality of life throughout the world, and in
accepting a personal obligation to our profes-
sion, its members and the communities we
serve, do hereby commit ourselves to the high-
est ethical and professional conduct and agree:
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1. to accept responsibility in making
decisions consistent with the safety,
health and welfare of the public, and to
disclose promptly factors that might en-
danger the public or the environment;

2. toavoid real or perceived conflicts
of interest whenever possible, and
to disclose them to affected parties
when they do exist;

3. to be honest and realistic in stating
claims or estimates based on
available data;

4. toreject bribery in all its forms;

5. toimprove the understanding
of technology, its appropriate
application, and poten-
tial consequences;

6. tomaintain and
improve our technical
competence and

to undertake J
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The Millau Viaduct, spanning the valley of the River Tam in southern France, is the tallest
vehicular bridge in the world. Designed by architect Lord Norman Foster and structural
engineer Michel Virlogeux, the top of one of the bridge’s masts reaches 1,125 feet,
slightly taller than the Eiffel Tower (opposite), which was built for a World’s Fair
intended to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the French Revolution.

Engineering Approach
Engineers approach problems in a disciplined way.

Although there are many variations on the theme, most
engineering design processes include the following steps:

Recognize the need for a solution

Clearly define the problem

Generate alternative approaches and select the best
Create a design

Implement the design

Test the design

Deliver/install the solution

Support and extend the solution

oYUl B LW~

Along with the steps shown, engineers must plan the
project, manage the project and communicate clearly
what is happening at each step.

Step 1, recognizing needs, seems simple. However,
people tend to focus on symptoms rather than underly-
ing problems. Engineers must work closely with people to
help everyone understand the true need. When dealing
with disease and water safety issues in tribal areas, engi-
neers must consider whether a treatment plant is neces-
sary or practical or whether the water quality could be
increased by simply changing the locations were people
bathed, where they dumped waste, and where they drew
water from the river. Also, there are many, many needs
in the world, and engineers must carefully choose which
ones they will address. Engineers often work closely with
marketing personnel and with customers at this stage.

Defining the problem, step 2, is primarily the task
of translating the customer’s sometimes-ambiguous,
English-language description of a problem into precise,
quantitative, mathematical requirements that will guide
the rest of the process. For any given problem, there are
many possible solutions. This step also outlines which

goals of the solution are most important. Different goals
often conflict with each other, such as low-cost and high
quality, and engineers must exercise judgment on ap-
propriate compromises. Engineers must communicate
clearly with customers at this stage.

Generating alternatives and designing the solution,
steps 3 and 4, call for great creativity. Engineering teams
work best when they have people with different skills
and backgrounds so they can consider a wider variety
of possibilities. This stage is often considered the heart
of engineering. The design must be strictly guided by the
requirements specified in step 2.

Steps 5 and 6, implementing and testing are some-
times considered straightforward tasks. However, there
is great room for creativity and the use of advanced tools
and techniques in these areas. Testing is particularly im-
portant, as that is where the team ensures that the solu-
tion matches the problem as defined in step 2.

Delivery and support, steps 7 and 8, require close
contact with the customer. New solutions frequent-
ly modify the customers’ environment significantly,
prompting them to want more. Hence there is inevitably
a need to extend the solution by adding more function.
In today’s environmentally conscious world, step 8 also
includes the idea of recycling as much of the solution as
possible when it is replaced by a new solution.

This basic approach applies to small, one-person
projects and large, multi-year projects. Although stated
as a linear process, in reality engineers often iterate
within and across steps. Many industries and organiza-
tions have formally defined design procedures with spe-
cific checkpoints and documentation outputs from each
stage. Sometimes each stage is performed by a different
group. Sometimes a single team completes most or all the
stages itself. In the latter case, the team obviously needs a
range of talent and skills.
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example, everyone enjoys advances in biomedical tech-
nology that allow us to live longer and healthier lives.

Engineers are particularly aware of the great divide in
how different people in the world benefit or not from our
current achievements. While most people in the U.S. are
surrounded by electronic devices and have instant access
to information and services, many people in the world
struggle with basic health and security needs. There is
a great need for engineers to make basic technology af-
fordable and accessible to everyone. For example, a proj-
ect at Massachusetts Institute of Technology evolved into
the One Laptop Per Child program that strives to make
basic computer technology available at a $100 per child
price? This will stimulate education and provide access
to information and services far beyond the local commu-
nity. Technology can be a significant multiplier as devel-
oping nations try to catch up with the developed world.

When defining requirements for a particular prob-
lem and prioritizing characteristics of the solution, cost is
inevitably an important component. Engineers must al-
ways realize that resources available for a solution have
limits. For example, fossil fuels have traditionally provid-
ed cheap sources of energy. Yet today we know that those
sources have limits and we need to develop cost-effective
energy sources that use more abundant resources (like
solar or fusion). Low cost is also important in making
technology more available to developing countries. Good
engineers are frugal.

There is a shortage of qualified engineers in most
countries and most industries in the world. As the Grand
Challenges point out, there are many major problems left to
solve. The future of engineering is exciting and wide open.

Although engineers cannot solve the problem of sin
or change the human heart, they can make life better or
easier in the physical world. As illustrated by their codes
of ethics, secular engineering organizations promote
basic virtues that any Christian would also support.
However, Christian engineers must go beyond these ba-
sic virtues. They have a responsibility to use their talents
in ways that acknowledge the underlying design of the
Creator, the effects of sin on our world, and the need for
solutions to protect the oppressed.

There is a pervasive idea that technology itself is
morally neutral. People just choose to use a particular
technology in good or evil ways. However, most modern
philosophers accept the view that a given technological
solution has a particular moral bias, either in a positive or
negative direction.'® Engineers choose a problem based

on some moral framework. They develop the solution
and the specific functions with a particular purpose in
mind and try to create a technology that people will use
in a particular way. Obviously, users can subvert the in-
tentions of the designer, but the technology itself still has
an intended use for good or evil. Hence there is a need
for engineers with high ethical standards—a need for
Christian engineers.

Military technology is a difficult example in this area.
Clearly there is a need for nations to defend themselves,
however, just as clearly we do not want people using ef-
ficient and effective technology to kill others maliciously.
Two of the Grand Challenges, “prevent nuclear terror”
and “secure cyberspace,” address this issue directly.
Engineers must not only produce military technologies
that are hard for the bad guys to replicate, but also pro-
cesses to keep them in the right hands.

Sir Edmund Hillary said that he climbed Mt. Everest
“because it was there.” Such an approach is unacceptable
to today’s engineer. There are too many problems and too
limited resources to solve everything. This frequently
implies making moral choices about which problems to
address. During the design process, engineers must also
consider ways to make their solution safe for users and
easy to use for its intended purpose.

It is true that many engineers work in companies
where others choose the problems to solve. However, en-
gineers often work closely with marketing and business
people to help choose where to apply company resourc-
es. Engineers are frequently called upon to evaluate and
make recommendations on which design alternative to
develop. Engineers can pursue a career path in manage-
ment to allow them more say in how the company will
operate. In the extreme case, a Christian engineer may
choose to leave a company that does not make ethical
choices in selecting problems to solve or selecting meth-
ods for solving them. Fortunately, most engineering firms
do recognize a need for ethical choices compatible with a
Christian worldview.

Many engineers work as independent consultants or
contractors. In this case, the engineer has great latitude in
choosing problems and methods. Also, many engineers
work in small companies where they have more influ-
ence on company decisions. Finally, entrepreneurs who
start new businesses often rely on engineer partners to
define the initial technology for the business.

College engineering programs always have an ex-
plicit course in engineering ethics or include a variety
of places where students are confronted with ethical
case studies. Texas A&M University has a collection of
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ethics case studies, many with commentaries (note the
commentaries are not from an explicitly Christian per-
spective).!! Engineers frequently face difficult situations
where they need guidance on how to make decisions.

Engineers must consider a variety of inputs in mak-
ing ethical decisions. First, Christians must consider bib-
lical mandates. God is abundantly clear on general prin-
ciples of right and wrong. However, it takes thoughtful
analysis to apply these principles to specific situations.
Second, there are often laws and government regulations
that apply to how engineers should act and make deci-
sions. Besides the ethical codes published by engineering
professional organizations that try to provide guidance in
particular areas, many organizations have internal codes
that direct their employees.

For example, one unfortunate consequence of the
computer revolution is a vast and growing pile of waste
electronic devices (e-trash). Engineers have discovered
that the materials used to build these products, called
semiconductors, work much more effectively when they
contain rare earth materials, such as gallium, arsenide,
or germanium. Also, a lot of lead is used in the solder
used to assemble semiconductor boards. Unfortunately,
these materials are often poisonous to the environment.
Every electronic device has a relatively small amount of
these materials. However, because electronic technology
becomes obsolete so quickly, there are huge volumes of
discarded products. The cumulative effect represents a
serious health risk.

According to U.S. law, mounds of e-trash must go into
specially lined landfills. The idea is to contain the toxic
materials until natural processes render them harmless
after many, many years. However, these landfills are ex-
pensive. Many developing countries do not have laws re-
quiring such care in providing safe disposal. Currently,
it is legal for the U.S. to export this e-trash to other coun-
tries, so many, such as China, accept huge volumes of
e-trash. For companies, this is a cost effective solution,
and consequently, this behavior is legal and acceptable
to many companies.

However, residents in the recipient countries often
make a living by sorting through the e-trash for re-usable
parts or materials. These people are at significant risk
of developing cancer and various neurological diseases.
They are willing to risk future health problems in order
to earn money to stay alive now. Many also say they use
the funds to educate their children so their children can
experience a better life.

Most engineering codes of ethics stipulate that engi-
neers ought not endanger public health or the lives of in-
dividuals. However, one can argue that engineers should
allow people to define what they believe is for their best

welfare. As Christians, we are mandated to protect those
who cannot protect themselves. Clearly a Christian en-
gineering response calls for better ways to deal with
e-trash, yet provide opportunities for people to make a
decent living without endangering their health. Today,
many engineers are in fact working on creative ways to
solve these problems.

Typically, when an engineer detects wrong-doing, the
immediate response is to “blow the whistle” on the of-
fending person or organization. However, the mechanics
of whistle-blowing are often complex. Who should you
tell? How soon should you tell? How much evidence do
you need before proceeding? What are your legal obliga-
tions to tell or not to tell? What are the consequences if
you are wrong? Governments and organizations typically
do not provide very complete guidance in these areas. In
fact, legal requirements vary significantly from state-to-
state. In addition, the personal cost of whistle blowing
can be significant.? Whistle-blowers often lose their
jobs or are punished on the job in subtle ways. Cases of
whistle-blowing often end up in court, which can be ex-
pensive and stressful. Often, the act of whistle-blowing
does not actually resolve the original problem. Christian
engineers must count the cost and be ready for signifi-
cant persecution in some situations.

Engineering is a creative activity, and God is the au-
thor of creativity. There is a clear movement in the Bible
from the simple idyllic life in the Garden of Eden to the
more sophisticated city life in the New Jerusalem of
Revelation. Many philosophers equate this general trend
with the technological advancements of human civiliza-
tion—advancements created and sustained (at least par-
tially) by engineers. The Bible constantly commands us
to help the underprivileged—the widow and the orphan.
Christian engineers are well positioned to solve the prob-
lems faced by the underprivileged.

Likewise, the idea that God commanded man to have
dominion over the earth fits well with the need for engi-
neering. Having dominion over the earth requires man to
solve various problems in the natural world. Being a good
steward of the environment means that engineers must
take particular care in choosing materials for building
products and in finding ways to recycle and reuse those
materials. Loving your neighbor as yourself means you
will develop technology features that promote useful
functions and protect against harmful ones.

In many cases, Christian engineers must choose
problems and set requirements when there are multiple
conflicting demands that all have some ethical merit. For
example, defining what is a fair solution usually depends
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on who is giving the definition of fair. For example, net-
work neutrality is a current debate for Internet service
providers (ISPs). Should an ISP be “fair” in the sense of
providing equal access and performance for all web
sites? Or is it “fair” for the ISP to make money by pro-
viding faster access to some web sites if they are willing
to pay a fee? The ISP may use this additional revenue to
lower overall costs to their users.

Good engineers seek out training and think through
these moral issues ahead of time. They must stay in touch
with current theological, philosophical, and social trends.
As noted earlier, successful engineers require training
beyond their specific discipline. Hence, there is a great
need for thoughtful Christian engineers.

Engineers must be constantly vigilant that their skills
are used for ethical purposes. They must constantly be
alert for moral implications in their choices and actions.
Engineers have a great ability to make the world a health-
ier and safer place.

Opportunities for Christians

Engineers have an important role to play on the mis-
sion field. Modern trends in mission work have changed
far beyond the white Westerner going to a Third World
setting, passing out tracts, building a church, and running
that church. Modern trends see First World Christians
as partners with Third World Christians, providing only
the help and support requested by native churches. Since

Third World people have problems and (typically) lim-
ited education, there is a great demand for engineering
skills on the mission field. Organizations like Engineering
Ministries International provide opportunities for prac-
ticing engineers and interns to work with other mission
agencies and native organizations to provide specific and
timely engineering skills to local problems.!?

Previous Engineering Ministry International projects
include doing the surveys, structural analysis, infrastruc-
ture design, and blueprints for hospitals, medical clinics,
community centers, and refugee housing. They are in the
process of creating greenhouse kits for rapid deployment in
areas that need to extend their growing season. They have
done the analysis and created plans for water systems, sew-
er systems and hydro-electric power plants. At the time of
publication, a sample of their project needs included:

an architect, electrical engineer, and structural
engineer for refurbishing a hospital in Niger

an architect, civil engineer, agriculture engineer,
electrical engineer, and a graphic designer for a
widow’s vocational training center in Burundi

a landscape architect, civil engineer, electrical en-
gineer, structural engineer, and a surveyor for a re-
treat center in the Middle East (for security reasons
specific sites in this area are typically not released)

“Engineers have given us mosﬁ)tftt‘he wonders o
modern life and the conveniences we use dail
Yetthere aré many problems lefttah
SsDoing so*will require.the rigorot
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a full team of all architecture and engineering spe-
cialties for a Christian Fellowship Center in India

a full team of all architecture and engineering
specialties for an orphanage in Peru.

Another Christian organization that employs many
engineers is Heralding Christ Jesus’ Blessings.!* HCJB
started with a radio transmitter in Quito, Ecuador, that
broadcast Christian programming. They still employ
many engineers finding creative ways to place trans-
mitters and use other technologies to spread the gospel
via radio programming. Along the way, HCJB developed
specialties in power generation via renewable resources.
They are also involved with a variety of medical missions.
HCJB uses engineers and engineering students in short
term mission trips, summer internships, and full-time
employment.

[-TEC (Indigenous People’s Technology and
Education Center) is a particularly creative engineering
mission organization.!> Their focus is on providing tech-
nology that allows Third World people to be indepen-
dent. I-TEC develops technology using local materials
and training that is suitable for local people’s educational
level. Examples include a powered parachute for flying
into the jungle and a portable dental system that includes
a dental chair. I-TEC specifically serves the Waodani
people in Ecuador (see their story in the motion picture
End of the Spear).

Engineers Without Borders is a secular organization
that connects practicing engineers and engineering stu-
dents with engineering projects in different parts of the
world,' similar to Engineering Ministries International.
Although Engineers Without Borders is a secular orga-
nization, its projects and values are compatible with a
Christian approach. However, EMI, HCJB, and I-TEC are
able to improve people’s lives while also addressing their
greatest problem—their need for a Savior.

Engineers have given us most of the wonders of
modern life and the conveniences we use daily. Yet,
there are many problems left to solve. Doing so will re-
quire the rigorous approach to design that engineers
bring to the table. Engineering is a diverse and exciting
career field. It is a field that allows participants to sig-
nificantly impact the lives around them. It is a field that
needs Christian participants. The world has problems;
engineers solve problems.

—Mike Bright

Oliver, Douglas. “Whistle-Blowing Engineer,” Journal of
Professional Issues in Engineering Education and Practice,
ASCE, October 2003. 246-256.

VanderLeest, Steven.”Bias in Technology: From Creation
or Fall?” Proceedings of the 2004 Christian Engineering
Education Conference (CEEC), 2004.61.
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What s “law”? ' 3
You have certainly % heard of the law of
gravity and are f 7._ acquainted with the
law the policeman . enforces when he

stops the motorist . (you?) for speeding.
How do these different kinds of law connect
with each other? And is there a deeper mean-

ing to the notion of law in general?

All law—whether physical law or societal law—
involves two elements: order and compulsion. We can see
this if we consider the major varieties of law: scientific
law, custom, moral law, and juridical law.

Scientific law involves finding regularities in nature.

We observe the world, see patterns, and then attempt
to describe them in general terms. Our first attempts
are often called “hypotheses.” We then test those
hypotheses by examining more and perhaps bet-
ter data; this results, perhaps, in a rejection of
our initial explanation, or, if we are on the right
track, in a refining of our hypothesis. Such re-
finements raise our hypotheses to the level
of a “theory.” Finally, if our theory holds up
l\ under even more and better investigations
of the physical world, and there appears to
be no evidence contradicting it, we may be
able to present the result as a scientific law.

Scientific laws describe regularities in the
physical universe. They also—and inevita-
bly—entail sanctions, that is to say, negative
consequences if we disregard or violate them.

The law of gravity, for example, tells us that
on this planet all physical objects fall toward
the center of the earth and that they do this in

A

This 300-year-old statue of
Lady Justice oversees the
“Well of Justice” at Frankfurt’s
Roemer Square in Germany.
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accord with a strict mathematical formula. If you try to
defy the law of gravity—by attempting to fly from the roof
of your house without benefit of aircraft, for example—
the sanction is that you will break a leg (if not worse).

Customs are part of every society. They are regular,
widely accepted social patterns, and disregarding them
can result in ostracism. For example, if you insist on
wearing a swimsuit to a wedding, you will not be invited
to other weddings—and maybe people will hesitate to in-
vite you out at all!

Moral law is often confused with custom (Latin, mo-
res). But moral law cuts much deeper. To treat shabbily
a person weaker than oneself or to take advantage of
someone who cannot protect himself or herself will be
considered far more serious than not wearing the right
clothes at a social occasion. The treatment of Jews by
the Nazis during the Second World War is regarded
almost universally today as heinous—as deserving ethi-
cal condemnation and the severest of societal punish-
ments. When immoral acts are committed and someone
“gets away with it,” people often say, “There ought to be a
law!” But often there are no laws to cover such acts, and
many immoral actions (such as lying, unkindness, self-
ish use of family property, hurtful treatment of friends)
cannot be effectively treated by the state. One comes to
see that moral law has a transcendent dimension—that
is, it touches matters so fundamental that without a
Last Judgment to punish the disregard of it, the universe
would be inherently immoral and irrational.

Finally, we come to the law of the land—juridical law.
This is the law that is enforced not by social ostracism (as
is custom) or by moral opprobrium such as being public-
ly disgraced (as is the moral law), but by state sanctions.
Most modern nations have legal systems that distinguish
civil law and criminal law. Civil law attaches penalties
(generally money payments or injunctions forcing people
to do what they should) to acts which cause quantifi-
able or objectively provable harm to others. Criminal law
deals with those far more serious acts which are inher-
ently harmful to the society as a whole (homicide, physi-
cal attacks, stealing, corruption, etc.), and attaches much
more serious penalties to their commission (incarcera-
tion and sometimes even the death penalty).

Juridical law comes about through the passing of gen-
eral laws and regulations by legislatures, reinforced by
the decisions of judges in particular cases. Constitutions
set forth fundamental law, thereby restraining legislators
from passing laws which would go against the general
will of the people.

Like the moral law, juridical law has a transcendent
dimension. This is reflected in the building of courthous-
es (often, as in the case of the Royal Courts of Justice in

London, England, they are styled like cathedrals), in the
robes worn by judges, and in the formal, often majestic
style of courtroom proceedings. When the death penalty
was still imposed in England, the judge would don a black
cap in pronouncing the fateful sentence. Again, one in-
evitably thinks in terms of Last Judgment. People often say
that a murderer who has not been found guilty—who has
“gotten off” because of a legal technicality—won't get away
with it when he stands before the bar of God’s justice on
the Last Day.

If we focus our attention on juridical law, what are the
major issues we should consider? Three very important
problem areas are the connection between law and moral-
ity, legal reasoning, and how law can be justified.

First, how does morality relate to juridical law? As we
have seen, they are certainly not the same thing. There are
laws having a very minor moral element—for example, the
rule that one must drive on the right-hand side of the road
(in the British Isles and former British colonies, one drives
on the left-hand side of the road). There are also many im-
moral acts that cannot effectively be punished by the juridi-
cal law—especially subjective immoralities such as envy and
covetousness, but also instances where a greater evil would be
produced by legal action, such as allowing forced confessions
or tainted evidence to be used against the accused.

But clearly law and morality are interrelated. One of
the major purposes of the law is to make sure that a decent
society is maintained. This immediately raises the issue
for the Christian believer of the extent to which Christians
should “enforce morality” through legislation. This was
the subject of an important controversy in England some
years ago—the so-called Hart-Devlin debate. HLA. Hart,
an eminent philosopher of law at Oxford, argued that one
should not attempt to enforce morals, whilst Lord Devlin
maintained that doing so is quite legitimate, indeed, inevi-
table. The concrete issue in that debate was homosexuality
—should it be criminalized?

Here is a suggested approach; think about it and
come to your own conclusion. The moral laws of the
Bible are absolute, since they come from the God of the
universe who has created mankind. But we live in a fallen
world, where everyone desperately needs to receive the
gospel of Jesus Christ for eternal salvation. Therefore,
we should do all that we can to promote biblical moral-
ity through the law—as long as by doing so we don’t mis-
represent Christ and so alienate the unbeliever that he
or she will no longer listen to the gospel. In practice, this
will mean that we will not create “Christian coalitions” to
force Sunday closing laws on the community where this
would drive the non-Christian to the view that we are try-
ing to ram our Christian beliefs down the throats of those
who are not themselves believers.
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Exceptions to this approach come only at the point
of mission critical issues like the right-to-life. We would
not want to hold the unborn hostage to the possibility of
successfully evangelizing the pro-choicer—any more than
during the Third Reich Christians would have been right
not to oppose the death camps on the ground that to do so
might have been to offend Nazis and reduce the effective-
ness of evangelism to them! But short of right-to-life, evan-
gelism should trump efforts at moral improvement. After
all, our Lord’s “Great Commission” to the church, was “Go
and preach the gospel to every creature”—not “Be sure to
raise the moral tone of society”!

Second, how do lawyers and judges reason? Answer:
just like scientists or historians—or anyone else who uses
one’s head. That is to say, the lawyer or judge collects facts
(the facts bearing on the case and the record of similar and
relevant past cases), creates the best theory or argument to
account for those facts and their legal implications, and
then sets forth a reasoned conclusion. Analytical philoso-
phers Ludwig Wittgenstein and Karl Popper employed a
very effective analogy for this process: the shoe and the
foot. The “foot” is the factual situation; what we try to do
in science, history, law, or ordinary life is to develop an
explanation which, like a good shoe, will exactly “fit” that
situation. We don’t want explanations
that so pinch the facts that they dis-
tort them; nor do we want explana-
tions so general and vague that they
would fit any facts.

To be sure, the law has special
reasoning techniques appropriate
to the nature of legal procedure.
Thus, evidence will be excluded if
it is so prejudicial that it would in-
flame the jury and keep them from
coming to a balanced, reasonable
conclusion. Precise “standards of
proof” are set forth—a “preponder-
ance” of evidence (51%) to win in a
civil case, but “proof to a moral cer-
tainty, beyond reasonable doubt”
to convict in a criminal case, where
the consequences are so much
more severe.

Fascinatingly, these high stan-
dards of legal evidence have been
employed by legally trained Christian
apologists to show the soundness of
the case for reliability of the gospel
records and the facticity of the resur-
rection of Jesus Christ; we shall have
more to say about this below.

Finally, how can law—legal rules—be justified? The
problem here is that if laws are merely relative—like
customs—then why should one obey them if one can
get away with not doing so? To be effective and enforce-
able, laws must have an authority beyond the changing
mores of society. And where constitutional principles
are involved, we must somehow reach the level of what
the Declaration of Independence termed “inalienable
rights”—legal standards so immutable that no one has
the right to change them.

Secular philosophers of law have tried very hard
to find and justify such standards. Probably the most
influential attempts have been the natural law and the
neo-Kantian approaches. Let’s look at both of these very
briefly.

Natural law thinkers have argued that everyone has
built-in moral standards—therefore we naturally know
what should be legally accepted and what should be re-
jected. In consequence, we are told that law can appeal to
undeniable universal standards.

Modern secular philosophy of law has been deeply
influenced by the ethical thought of eighteenth-century
rationalist philosopher Immanuel Kant. Kant did not be-
lieve that one could prove God’s existence, but he did be-
lieve an absolute ethical principle could

be set forth. He called it the “cat-
egorical imperative™: so act that your
action can become a universal rule.
In the twentieth century, a major po-
litical philosopher (John Rawls) and
a major philosopher of law (Alan
Gewirth) have used this Kantian ap-
proach to try to justify law.

Rawls suggests that if, hypotheti-
cally, people were placed under a
“veil of ignorance”—so that they
did not know anything about their
particular advantages over against
other people—they would logically
and inevitably arrive at a society
built upon two “principles of jus-
tice” entailing civil liberties and
an economic and social life which
would benefit the least advantaged.
Gewirth claims that since every hu-
man being is a “purposive agent,”
each of us must make “freedom and
well-being” available to others, not
just to oneself. We must not base
our personal freedom (civil liberties)
and well-being (social and economic
rights) on any special characteristic
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we may possess—our race, our wealth, our social posi-
tion, our family background—but only on the humanity
we share with everyone else, i.e, our common character-
istic of being “purposive agents.” For Rawls and Gewirth,
then, fundamental civil and social rights can be justified
on a purely secular, humanistic basis.

Let us analyze these philosophies in our next section.

Critical Issues
What is the problem with secular attempts to provide a

basis for law? The fundamental difficulty is illustrated by
the two positions we have just been describing.

Secular Natural Law

Natural law thinking may seem like a viewpoint
consistent with biblical revelation. After all, does not the
Apostle Paul say in Romans 1 that God’s law is “written
on our hearts™? Yes, he does, but he follows this with the
condemnation of the entire human race—Jew and Gentile
alike—for having consistently violated that law: “All have
sinned and come short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23).

The problem with secular natural law theory in a
fallen world is threefold: (1) It assumes that everyone
will agree on moral and legal standards, but, obviously,
people don’t: there are great differences in moral stan-
dards and legal rules across the globe. (2) Even if every-
one agreed, that would not necessarily mean that what
was agreed upon was right. Consensus gentium—the
agreement of the peoples—is not a sufficient test of truth
(and, indeed constitutes a logical fallacy when so used—
“Fifty million Frenchmen can be wrong”). (3) To arrive at
any kind of commonality of standards, the natural law
rules have to be stated in so general a way that they can
mean almost anything and are capable of being applied
in almost any direction—including frightening ones.
Example: the great principle of classical natural law
(in the Digest of the sixth-century Justinian’s Code) that
“each person should get what he deserves” was placed in
German translation (Jedem das seine) by the Nazis on the
gate leading into the Buchenwald death camp.

The great Christian legal thinkers, such as Sir William
Blackstone, have stressed that a special revelation (Holy
Scripture) is absolutely essential to show a sinful and fall-
en humanity which “writing on the human heart” comes
from God and which from self-interest. Jiminy Cricket’s
philosophy of “let your conscience be your guide” is naive
at best, highly dangerous at worst.

Neo-Kantian Approaches

Kant's categorical imperative sounds a bit like the
Golden Rule. But Jesus never used it as a rationalistic
principle—as an argument to explain societal action.
Rather, Jesus employs the principle of “doing unto others
as you would have them do unto you” to show us how far
our actions deviate from God’s standard as to the way we
should be treating others. (Like everything in the Sermon
on the Mount—summed up in the command, “Be ye
therefore perfect, even as your heavenly Father is per-
fect”—the object is to show us how desperately we need
Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross for our sins.)

Rawls and Gewirth hypothesize a situation in which
people act rationally without any regard for their own ad-
vantages. This, however, is hopelessly unrealistic. In fact,
people always take into account their own strengths—and
the weaknesses of others—in their actions. Rawls and
Gewirth, like their mentor Kant, have no serious awareness
of sin—of the radical self-centeredness of a fallen race.

Suppose we were to try to convince, let us say,
Ghengis Khan, to institute a proper legal system—one
involving civil liberties and socio-economic equality. We
might say to Ghengis: “Ghengis, have you been out raping
and pillaging again?” Reply: “Well, yes. Frankly, I enjoy
raping and pillaging” “But Ghengis, you should be acting
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so that your action could become a universal rule! You
should be thinking in terms of just legality—civil and so-
cial rights—for everyone, not just your own interests. How
would you like it if others treated you as you are treating
them? You should be thinking in terms of a universal rule
of law!” Ghengis: “GRRRHH! Listen up! I happen to be
bigger and stronger than they are. There is no chance that
they could get away with raping or pillaging me.”

The point here is that in a fallen world, even if people
will admit a rational principle (such as the categorical
imperative), this in no way ensures that they will fol-
low it. Fallen creatures are perfectly happy with a rule
of law for their own protection; but they invariably balk
when attempts are made to apply legal standards to their
personal disadvantage. Think of the popular legal area
of human rights: everyone favors them—including the
worst dictators—but human rights are invariably inter-
preted to protect the political interest group or dictator,
and disregarded when to do so is to the advantage of that
state or individual.

The problem with all secular efforts to justify law
is that, arising from human sources—and sinful, self-
centered sources at that—they cannot possibly arrive at
the absolute ethical principles needed to ground legal
systems.

Water doesn't rise above its own level. Remember
Archimedes? Said he, “Give me a lever long enough and
a fulcrum outside the world, and I shall move it.” This is
sound physics—and an equally sound ethical and legal
principle. The necessary condition for moving the world
is that the fulcrum lie outside it; otherwise, one is trying
to pull oneself up by one’s own bootstraps—and a pain-
ful fall is inevitable! To arrive at the needed absolute prin-
ciples to ground a legal system, one needs a source outside
the world—a source uncontaminated by the sinful and
finite human condition.

Two thinkers have seen this clearly, though they were
not themselves believers. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in his
Social Contract, wrote: “It would take gods to make men
laws.” And Ludwig Wittgenstein asserted: “The sense of
the world must lie outside the world. . . . Ethics is tran-
scendental’—explaining this by saying, “I can only de-
scribe my feeling by the metaphor, that, if a man could
write a book on Ethics which really was a book on Ethics,
this book would, with an explosion, destroy all the other
books in the world.”

That book, of course, is the Holy Scriptures. In the in-
errant word of God, one finds the absolute principles ca-
pable of providing a sound foundation for human legal
systems. These principles are absolute—inalienable—be-
cause they have been revealed by a God who is the only
source of the absolute and the inalienable. Moreover,

the Bible gives a fallen race not only the legal principles
it so desperately needs as the criterion for identifying the
proper content of the law written on the heart, but also the
solution to fallen mankind’s self-centeredness: the cross of
Christ as the way of redemption and a new life in which
one will indeed “love one’s neighbor as oneself” and seek
to establish and implement legal systems reflecting God’s
standards.

Taizu, better known as Genghis Khan. This portrait
of paint and ink on silk is a detail from an album
now located in the National Palace Museum in Taipei
depicting several Yuan emperors.

Onemight, of course, raise the question as to the effec-
tiveness and the application of such biblical standards in
our modern secular, pluralistic world. We have already
noted that morality (including biblical standards) must
not be forced on a non-Christian society in a way that re-
duces the effectiveness of evangelism to that society. But
in our culture, impregnated as it has been with the west-
ern Christian tradition, the unbeliever is “living off the
inherited capital” of biblical morality. He or she can then
be appealed to on the basis of that morality and legal per-
spective. “Surely,” we can argue, “you want your children
not to be impacted by internet porn—or suffer the psy-
chological miseries of abortion—or lose the opportunity
for a decent marriage as a result of a redefinition of it
to include homosexual unions?” Common ground argu-
ments of this kind can persuade the unbeliever to move
in the direction of biblical morality and biblically based
legislation without imperiling evangelism.
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A Christian Response
How can one personally respond to the issues in this

vital area of legal thinking? Let us consider a number of
possibilities.

The Biblical Aspect

We have argued that only Holy Scripture can serve
as a proper foundation for law, since only the Bible is a
transcendent book capable of providing absolute prin-
ciples—principles uncontaminated by the sinful and
limited human perspective.

Fine. But this will hardly work if you yourself do not
know the Scriptures. Are you well enough acquainted with
the actual content of biblical revelation to know what its
fundamental principles are? This, of course, is a lifetime
task. But why not start now? Plan to read the Bible through,
say, every three years. Take good courses on particular
books of the Bible. Consider the possibility of going to a
Bible school for a year after high school—especially if you
are planning to attend a secular university.

And there is the problem of “rightly dividing” the
word of God, that is to say, properly interpreting it. In
the history of the church, even those who have been

convinced of the total truth of the Bible have sometimes
interpreted it in a manner that has badly hurt its message
and impact.

For example, there is the viewpoint that all proper law
is given in Scripture and that we should not be allowed
to do anything that is not expressly commanded in the
Bible. On this basis, during the Commonwealth period
in England (seventeenth century), people were fined for
celebrating Christmas—since nowhere in the Bible is it
commanded to keep that holiday! To be sure, the prop-
er approach to law is that we are allowed by God to do
whatever is not condemned in Scripture. The Bible is not
an “encyclopedia Britannica,” giving specific rules for all
particular actions. We are expected to use the heads God
has placed on our shoulders to handle particular issues.
Just as the Bible does not provide rules for television re-
pair, so it does not set out statutes for promissory notes
or traffic safety. We are to employ sanctified common
sense, through the guidance of the Holy Spirit, in drafting
our laws and choosing our actions in a manner that will
maximally glorify the Christ who has died for us.

Moreover, one must face the question of the relation-
ship between the Old Testament and the New. There
are Christians who have thought that the entire Old

Only the Holy Scripture can
serve as a proper foundation
for law, since only the Bible is
blego f providing principles
aminatedtby the sinfu
ited human’persped;
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Testament law is (or should be) applied today. These folk
have wanted to legislate the levitical law—much as or-
thodox Jews try to do. One of them has actually said that
it would be desirable today to stone prostitutes and kill
children who will not obey their parents. You need to un-
derstand that whilst the moral law of the Old Testament
is permanently applicable, the civil and ceremonial law
of ancient Israel definitely is not. That law, unique to
the preservation of the nation Israel as the cradle for
Messiah’s coming, was abrogated by its fulfillment in
our Lord’s advent, as is plain from the apostles’ refusal
in the New Testament to require circumcision of gentile
converts. Occasionally it may be difficult to draw the line
between Old Testament moral law on the one hand and
the civil and ceremonial law on the other, but the critical
importance of the distinction remains nonetheless.

Going further, one needs to understand what Martin
Luther termed “the proper distinction between law and
gospel.” He declared that “the true doctor of theology is
the person who can properly distinguish law from gospel.”
What did he mean? Luther was referring to the two great
doctrinal themes that run through the entire Bible. He was
not suggesting, as some have thought, that one can divide
the Bible into law, equivalent to the Old Testament, and
gospel, equivalent to the New Testament! In point of fact,
law and gospel are inherent to both Testaments. Law, in
the theological sense, refers to what we do in response to
God's commands; gospel, on the other hand, describes what
God does for us to save us. Grave problems arise whenever
law and gospel are confused. When gospel is turned into
law, people try to save themselves by their own moral and
law-abiding efforts. (Haven't you heard a non-Christian
say, “I don’t need salvation—I've led a good moral life—
never been in jail"?) When law is turned into gospel, peo-
ple and societies become unaware of their sin and think
that God is a Santa Claus who saves them—maybe every-
body—without there being any moral or legal standards at
all. Theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer called this the notion
of “cheap grace.”

The Reformers distinguished three main “uses” of
the law—meaning the functions of the revealed law in
the Bible as well as the functions of human legislation.
The first use of all law is political—the law which struc-
tures sinful society and keeps us from eating each other!
The second use is the pedagogical use—the “law as a
schoolmaster [Greek, paidagogos] to bring us to Christ”
(Galatians 3:24). This is—for Luther—the most important
of the three uses, for it points up the fact that all law, bibli-
cal and juridical, if taken seriously, demonstrates that our
fallen race does not conform to God’s standards—or even
to the human ideals it sets for itself—and therefore needs
the salvation provided by Christ alone. (Incidentally, in

classical times the paidagogos was not the teacher, but
the mere slave who brought the child fo the teacher! This
is what the law properly does: it drives us to the cross by
showing us how far short we fall from divine standards.)
Christ interiorized the Old Testament law, making it even
more stringent—leaving no one without excuse: “Has it
been said of old time, thou shalt not kill? I say unto you,
he who hates his brother has already committed murder
in his heart;” etc, etc. The third use of the law—unlike
the first two—applies only to believers: it is the sanctifying
use. Only the believer can come to “love God's law” as the
expression of His character and will. The unbeliever will
always and ever see God’s law as a threat—and rightly
so—since, as the Reformers put it, lex semper accusat (“the
law always accuses”). Only at the cross is the law seen
as reflecting God’s own loving nature, since He was will-
ing to take the hideous violations of it by a fallen race on
Himself, expiating our sin by the blood of His cross.

These kinds of theological and biblical understand-
ings are essential if one wishes to apply law in the full-
est sense to one’s personal situation and to the society of
which one is a part.

More than a few evangelical Christians have beliefs
which reduce the effectiveness of their witness in the po-
litical and legal world of our time. You need to engage in
self-examination to make sure that you are not unknow-
ingly hurting the cause in this way.

There are evangelicals who hopelessly confuse bibli-
cal religion with conservative politics. They may not be-
lieve that no Democrats go to heaven, but they would be
surprised if the number was very great! As for socialists,
WELL they are surely in outer darkness with gnashing of
teeth...

Now, I have almost always voted Republican, and I
certainly believe that “the best government is the govern-
ment that governs least” (I'm for less government, rather
than more). But this is a far cry from being an anarchist
(no government at all) or a libertarian (who may not even
want the state to license doctors or lawyers). The facts are
that Holy Scripture does not mandate any single form of
government and, since original sin is universal, there is
no assurance that either Democrats or Republicans will
always be right! In some situations, government should
stay out of things; in others, government intervention
and an increase in legislation can be badly needed. The
point is that each policy and each piece of proposed
legislation and each legal case needs to be evaluated
as such—Dby biblical standards. Sometimes the “conser-
vatives” will be right; sometimes the political “liberals”
will be right. We must not become doctrinaire, lock-step
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rightists who refuse to “test the spirits” on an issue-by-
issue, case-by-case basis.

The same point needs to be made in regard to
“Americanism.” There are Bible believers among us who
give the impression that the American constitutional
documents are a kind of infallible extension of Holy
Scripture, and that the founding fathers of our country
were all saints. Theologically and historically, this is sim-
ply not correct. We are blessed with a constitutional and
legal system deeply impregnated with biblical ideals, but
this is not to say that ours is in fact a Christian nation. No
country is. The kingdoms of this world will all pass away
one day and will be replaced by “the kingdom of our God
and of his Christ.” Just as in the case of conservative vs.
liberal, so in our beliefs concerning our own nation, we
need to place everything under the authority of the Holy
Scriptures—meaning that we need to judge our country’s
actions (not just the actions of other nations) by God's
eternal standards as set forth in his holy word. Often our
nation will show itself a beacon light in a dark world; at
other times we may need to speak prophetically to its
leaders, its legislators, and its judges.

This brings us to the matter of international law.
Some evangelicals seem to think that there is something
inherently demonic about things international. Is inter-
national law always bad—always worse than our na-
tional law? True, there is often less direct accountabil-
ity to legislatures in the case of international law. But
here’s a sobering example: The American Convention
(= Treaty) on Human Rights, ratified by most of the
North and South American countries—but not by the
United States—protects the right to life “from the mo-
ment of conception.” Why has the U.S. Senate not rati-
fied this treaty? Because, were it to do so, the U.S. would
immediately be brought before the Inter-American
Court of Human Rights for violating the treaty owing to
our federal law (Roe v Wade), which allows abortion on
demand during the first trimester of pregnancy. Here,
again, the issue is not whether something is national
(supposedly always good) or international (supposedly
always bad). National law as well as international law
needs to be evaluated by biblical criteria, and there is no
guarantee that the one will always be right or the other
always wrong. Only God’s word “lasts forever.”

Do you really want to move your country and your
world in a more biblical direction? Here are some
suggestions.

First, analyze why things are a mess (or, at least, why they
aren't better than they are). The reason will not be because
your favorite candidate didn't get elected or your favorite

law did not get enacted—or because someone on the US.
Supreme Court didn’t get a fatal heart attack.

The fundamental problem will turn out to be much
more profound than that, involving such considerations
as the perspective of the citizenry (in the 2008 national
election, economics was more important—right across
the country—than right-to-life). How could such a per-
spective be changed for the better?

Answer: by influencing the climate of opinion. And
how is this done? Let’s begin by noting how it won't be
done. It will not be accomplished by the typical evangeli-
cal style of separating oneself from the society. We have
tended to take the approach, “if we can’t beat 'em, we'll
separate from 'em.” We go to isolated churches; we build
our Bible schools and Christian colleges in the middle of
nowhere (so that we won't be contaminated by secular
society); we avoid the social atmosphere and recreational
activities of “the world,” etc. Result: though we have the
eternal gospel in our hearts (and, hopefully, also in our
heads), the non-Christian never hears it—for we are sim-
ply not on his or her planet. We need to be like our Lord
and like his apostles: “in the world, but not of it.”

The apostles, it is seldom noted, focused their evange-
lism in the cities—at the centers of political and cultural
influence in their day. They expected, quite rightly, that
the gospel would spread from there into the hinterlands.
We, however, often do the very opposite: we go out into
the bush, as far as possible from the “pagan” centers
of our society, and hope that the gospel will somehow
trickle to the points of power. Sadly, it seldom works that
way. One might think that we are more concerned with
our own spiritual health—our personal sanctification—
rather than the needs of a dying world.

Practically speaking, why not think of going to a
Christian college having the goal of impacting the po-
litical and legal climate for Christ? These schools are
rarer than the proverbial hen’s teeth, but they exist.
Or why not go to a fine secular university—one with a
strong Christian student work on campus so that you
can maintain solid Christian fellowship whilst present-
ing the eternal gospel of salvation to those who might
never hear it otherwise?

Of course, to do the latter, you need to know how to
defend the faith—how to present the powerful evidence
in its behalf and show the fallacies of the views that con-
tradict it. This means doing what the Apostle Paul clearly
did: learning the views of the non-Christian so as to be able
to speak intelligently to them. (In Athens, Paul quoted the
Stoic poet-philosophers to move the Stoics away from their
“unknown god” to Jesus Christ; Paul hadn't studied Stoicism
in his rabbinic education—he’d gone to the trouble of learn-
ing it because he wanted to reach the Stoics for Christ) Start,



therefore, studying apologetics now.
In a secular society, wherever you go
to college, you'll need to follow the
Apostle Peter's instruction to “be ready
always to give an answer [Greek, apo-
logia) for the hope within you.”

Fascinatingly, as we alluded to
earlier, many great lawyers have ex-
amined the case for Christianity us-
ing the rigorous standards of legal
evidence—and have ended up as
Christian believers. Here are but three
examples: Theophilus Parsons, nine-
teenth-century chief justice of the
Massachusetts Supreme Court, who
declared: “I examined the proofs and
weighed the objections to Christianity
many years ago, with the accuracy of
a lawyer; and the result was so entire
a conviction of its truth, that I have
only to regret that my belief has not
more completely influenced my con-
duct.” Professor Simon Greenleaf of
Harvard, the greatest nineteenth-cen-
tury authority on the law of evidence,
and author of The Testimony of the
Evangelists, who showed that the four
Gospels would be accepted in any
common law court as solid evidence
for the life and divine claims of Jesus
Christ. Sir Norman Anderson, late
head of the School of Advanced Legal
Studies at the University of London,
and the greatest non-Muslim spe-
cialist of his generation on Muslim
law—who wrote several books de-
fending Christian truth, including a
treatise entitled, The Evidence for the
Resurrection.

Here apologetics and law come
together—and this is highly signifi-
cant, since the law deals with the
most serious evidential issues in so-
ciety, those on which life and death
depend. The “ancient documents
rule” will allow the New Testament
books to be admitted into evidence.

Moses carries the

Ten Commandments in this
stained glass detail from a window
at the Scottish Rite Cathedral

in Indianapolis, Indiana.
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Examining the witnesses to Jesus Christ in those sound
historical documents will show them to be reliable. Thus,
if one subjects them to “internal” and “external” juridi-
cal examination, one can say that the witnesses had no
reason to present anything other than the truth about
Jesus’ life and ministry; and if one looks, again “inter-
nally” and “externally,” at what they wrote, one finds the
four Gospels to present what one would expect of four
witnesses to the same event describing it from their own
personal angles—in harmony but not collusively; and the
archeological confirmations of the New Testament dur-
ing the last century and a half have supported again and
again the veracity of the documentary material. And it is
well worth emphasizing that if the disciples had tried to
introduce a false or skewed picture of Jesus’ ministry, or
of the Old Testament prophecies He fulfilled, they could
hardly have gotten away with it: the Jewish religious lead-
ers had “the means, the motive, and the opportunity” (as
lawyers put it) to refute any such false claims, since the
events of Jesus’ life took place in full public view. The
great New Testament scholar FF. Bruce has observed
that the presence of these hostile witnesses is the func-
tional equivalent of cross-examination in a court of law.

As for the central attestation of the truth of Jesus’
claims, his resurrection from the dead, we have the pow-
erful legal argument of Frank Morison in his book, Who
Moved the Stone?, that if one doesn’t accept the miracu-
lous resurrection, one has to explain the missing body—
and the Romans and the Jewish religious leaders would
hardly have stolen it (it was, to use the technical legal
term, “against their interest”) and the disciples would
certainly not have stolen it and then died for what they
knew to be untrue. As the juridical phrase has it, res ipsa
loquitur (“the thing speaks for itself”). And when unbe-
lievers claim that one can’t prove a unique event like the
resurrection, we have the devastating rebuttal of Thomas
Sherlock, master (chief pastor) of the barristers’ Temple
Church in London, who noted that a resurrection is sim-
ply a person dead at point A and alive again at point B;
granted that in our experience, people are alive at point
A and dead at point B—but the evidential problem is
identical in both instances: we certainly know the differ-
ence between a dead man and a live one (eating fish, for
example, means the person is alive—as Jesus was when,
after Easter morning, He ate fish with His disciples on the
road to Emmaus).

So the answer is to learn to present and defend the
gospel effectively. This is not just an option; it is a spiritu-
al duty in the secular world in which we live. Legal skills
can offer much assistance in this regard. And getting our
own legal philosophy straightened out is equally vital.
After all, when we witness to unbelievers, we must be
able to point them to the proper distinction between law
and gospel—which will occur only if we have reached
the point of making that vital distinction ourselves!

Luther noted that the way to change society is to “be-
come a little Christ to your neighbor.” What we really need
is more Christians per cubic inch. Can you imagine the
effect of just one more solid Christian believer teaching a
critical course at Harvard? Serving in the Senate? Having
the role of American ambassador to the United Nations?
Sitting as a U.S. Supreme Court justice—or acting in the
capacity of judge or lawyer in your community?

Why not aim high? Maybe the way you can impact
the law is by making a career of it. Law school isn't easy,
but there is no reason why you can’t handle it. And if the
Lord is leading you in some other direction, aim high
there too. Scripture tells us that “He who is within you is
more powerful than he who is against you.” If you believe
that, act on it.

—John Warwick Montgomery
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MATHEMATICS

By the time you graduate from high school, you will have
spent a considerable amount of time and energy study-
ing mathematics. But come on, how much mathematics
will you actually use after you are out of school? Unless
you eventually work in a field that extensively uses math-
ematics—like science, accounting, or engineering—do
you really need to know algebra, Cartesian coordinates,
or calculus? Wouldn't it be better to stick with arithmetic
and a little geometry (enough for the ordinary business of
life—cooking, carpentry, and commerce) and move on to
other more useful subjects?

The short answer, you probably already knew, is “of
course, not.” For one thing, even if doing problems was
all there is to mathematics, there would still be crucial
things for you to gain, things that you most likely cannot
get without solving lots of more advanced math prob-
lems. Becoming adept at doing mathematics trains
your mind in ways that other subjects simply can't.

But there is much more to mathematics than mere-
ly doing it. Without understanding mathematics—its
history and philosophy—it is impossible to under-
stand the history of Western thought. Western mathe-
matics, science, and philosophy grew up together and
have influenced each other since ancient times, shap-
ing our culture. Seeing this, of course, requires that you
know how to do mathematics, but you need more: you
need to understand the history of mathematics, phi-
losophy, and science. So, what follows is a brief history
of mathematics
and a discussion
of three funda-
mental issues in
mathematics.

As brief as
this essay is, it
will begin to lay
the foundation
for a Christian
understanding
of mathematics.

But despite being brief, this essay covers a lot of materi-
al. In order to have a Christian view of mathematics we
need to know more about mathematics. And although
we may know how to do mathematics—even advanced
mathematics—this in itself hardly counts as knowing
about mathematics. As long
as we merely know how to
do mathematics, we remain
in the grammar stage. So
then, before we talk about a
Christian view of something,
we need something to have a
Christian view of. This, then,
is why this essay focuses so
much on the history and na-
ture of mathematics.
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Now, we should probably begin with the question,
What is mathematics? In other words, what exactly is
mathematics about? Perhaps the origin of the word
mathematics will be helpful. Mathematics comes from
the Greek mathematike, which means “that which is to
be learned.” Although somewhat interesting, it doesn’t
really tell us what mathematics is about. It is fairly clear
what other disciplines are about. Scientists, for example,
study certain aspects of the physical world. Historians
study important events that occurred in the past.

But what do mathematicians study? Well, it seems
fairly obvious that they study numbers. But this isn’t the
whole story. The most famous mathematics textbook in
history, Euclid’s Elements, doesn’t contain a single
number (see Omnibus IV). Rather, the
Elements is about shapes, avoiding
numbers entirely. It talks about
points, lines, circles, triangles,
and so on.

So mathematics isn’t
merely about numbers.
To boil mathematics
down to its simplest
subject matter, it is
fundamentally con-
cerned with numbers
and shapes; that's
what it ultimately
talks about. (Although
as the mathematics be-
comes more advanced,
things get more compli-
cated: mathematicians be-
gin to talk about functions,
integrals, derivatives, and so on;
but even these are often just different
ways of talking about numbers and shapes.)
Therefore, one helpful way to tell the story of mathemat-
ics is through the story of numbers and shapes.

As far as we can tell, mathematics began with count-
ing. Because of its usefulness, counting must have oc-
curred almost immediately after Adam was created.
(Interestingly, counting might not be necessary. Scientists
believe that they have discovered at least one culture that
never developed number concepts at all.)

But simple counting only goes so far, and mathemat-
ics quickly grew. Our first historical evidence of more ad-
vanced mathematical practice comes primarily from two

important ancient cultures: Egypt and Babylonia. By 3,000
B.C. both cultures had rather advanced numerical systems
and were adept at calculating useful things like the area of
a field or the volume of a granary or taxes owed on prop-
erty. They also used mathematics to develop calendars,
which were necessary for their religious and agricultural
practices. For the most part, the mathematicians were
merchants, priests, and government officials.

But the Egyptians and Babylonians were interested in
mathematics only to the extent that they could do some-
thing with it. Numbers and shapes were always associ-
ated with real, physical objects. During this time, math-
ematics was for practical uses rather than theoretical.

But the classical Greeks, beginning around 600 B.C.,
would change that. (Let us define the classical Greek pe-

riod as roughly 600 B.C. to around 300 B.C)
Ny, In fact classical Greek mathemati-
N N, Cianswent to the opposite extreme,

\ avoiding applications altogeth-

er. They focused on math-
ematics for its own sake.
Any practical mathemat-
ics used in commerce or
elsewhere was done by
the slave class and not

by mathematicians.
This  birth  of
“pure”  mathemat-

ics—mathematics for
its own sake—began
with Thales of Miletus,
the first Western phi-
losopher, scientist, and
mathematician. Thales be-
gan to abstract numbers and
shapes from physical objects.
Rather than talking about two apples,
for example, he would focus on the num-
ber two itself. Similarly, instead of calculating the area
of a circular field, he would investigate the mathematical
properties of a circle.

Thales’ mathematics was also different from previ-
ous mathematics in another way: he proved his math-
ematical results. He did this using deductive logic. The
Egyptians and Babylonians, on the other hand, used trial
and error to work out mathematical calculations. But
Thales wanted certainty for his results: getting a “close”
answer wasn’t good enough for him.

Thales passed on his mathematical vision to his pu-
pil Pythagoras (of Pythagorean Theorem fame), and it
eventually found its way to Plato, the most influential of
all Pythagoreans. Mathematics held a special place in
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Plato’s worldview. Over the entrance of Plato’s Academy
in Athens was written, “Let no one ignorant of geometry
enter here” During the fourth century B.C, the main
Greek mathematicians studied at the Academy, continu-
ally increasing mathematical knowledge by way of de-
ductive proofs.

By around 300 B.C. classical Greek mathematics had
become a massive proof system of mathematical facts.
We know this because the Alexandrian mathemati-
cian Euclid compiled classical Greek mathematics in
his Elements. The Elements, as we said earlier, consisted
entirely of geometry, which had taken over Greek math-
ematics. Even when Greek mathematicians studied
“number theory” it was done geometrically. Numbers will
re-enter the story later.

Euclid also made his own contributions to the
Elements, developing additional proofs and improving
others. The mathematical system of the Elements is one
of the greatest works in Western history. Only the Bible
has been more widely translated.

Because of the Elements’ influence on the West
(even outside of mathematics) we should look a bit
more closely at it. The Elements is a collection of over
four hundred statements or propositions about proper-
ties of geometrical shapes. Euclid takes us through the
Elements step by step, logically proving each statement
from previous ones. Although he draws the figures with
an unmarked straightedge and a compass, these con-
structions were, theoretically, only to aid in the visual-
ization of the proofs.

In any event, in order for such a deductive system to
work, Euclid needed at least some unproven statements—
he needed assumptions. If Euclid required that all the
statements be proven, then the proof process could never
begin. So Euclid begins with ten assumptions, statements
that are so certain that they need no proof. In mathemat-
ics, we call such assumptions axioms; the proven state-
ments, on the other hand, are called theorems.

Here’s the important point. If you begin with abso-
lutely certain axioms and use only valid deductive rea-
soning from these axioms, then you can be certain of the
proven propositions. The entire system—the axioms and
the theorems proven from the axioms—is a system of
absolute certainty, mathematical certainty we would say.
Such certainty becomes the Holy Grail for Western intel-
lectuals from here on out.

After the death of Alexander the Great (323 B.C),
the center of Western learning moved from Athens to
Alexandria. This period in Greek history (from around
300 B.C. to, say, AD. 400) is called the Hellenistic or
Alexandrian period. Alexandria was a melting pot
of cultures where Greek ideas mixed with Egyptian,

Babylonian, and Persian notions (and others still). As far
as mathematics went, the classical Greek ideal of theoret-
ical proof was mixed with the Egyptian and Babylonian
penchant for practical mathematics.

In particular, mathematics became closely linked to
astronomy (by way of trigonometry). Because Alexandria
was at the crossroads of the ancient societies, navigation
was extremely important. The only way to reliably find
your place was by following the stars, and so mapping
the heavens became a critical task. Ptolemy’s famous
astronomical work, the Almagest, originated during the
Alexandrian period, and it set in stone the geocentric
view for over a thousand years.

Alexandria’s glory simultaneously faded with Rome’s,
and around the fifth century the center of mathematical
learning shifted to India where mathematicians worked
on practical calculations with numbers, eventually arriv-
ing at the decimal place system and the concept of zero.
Indian mathematicians also made their own contribu-
tions to algebra and trigonometry.

Around AD. 800, the Muslim empire was con-
solidated enough for its leaders to focus on intellectual
matters, and they began to collect academic works from
all over their vast empire. These works included an-
cient Greek texts as well as those from India, and, thus,
Arab mathematicians inherited much of the Greek and
Indian mathematical tradition. This tradition included
the Indian decimal system as well as Euclid’s Elements.
Arabic mathematicians added their own work in algebra
(in fact, algebra is a Latin transliteration of al-jabr, a word
taken from the title of an Arabic mathematical text).

As Europe came into contact with the Muslim empire
during the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Europeans
became aware of ancient Greek texts such as Euclid’s
Elements, which were eventually translated from Arabic
into Latin. Arab mathematicians also passed along their
own mathematical developments as well as those they
received from India. The most important of these latter
developments were the Hindu-Arabic decimal system of
numerals and algebraic methods for finding unknown
quantities. For the next few centuries, European math-
ematicians gathered their mathematical bearings while
focusing much of their effort on algebra.

In Europe, during the early 1600s, one of the most
important developments in mathematics occurred.
Remember that mathematics is fundamentally about
two kinds of things: numbers and shapes. Also recall that
Euclid’s geometry was confined entirely to the realm of
shapes. Arithmetic and algebra, on the other hand, had
been largely confined to the number realm (algebra might
be seen as a kind of generalized arithmetic). The math-
ematics of these two realms had developed separately for
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the most part. But René Descartes, a French philosopher,
scientist, and mathematician wedded the two realms in
analytic geometry. Analytic geometry combines shapes
and numbers by fusing geometry with algebra. With his
Cartesian coordinates, Descartes was able to describe
shapes on the coordinate system using algebraic equa-
tions. That is, using analytic geometry, shapes such as a
straight line could be described with numbers (remem-
ber, for example, that sentences describing a line are in
the general form of y = mx + b, where y, m, x and b stand
for numbers). Mathematicians could then manip-
ulate numerical equations to determine
properties of geometrical shapes.
Conversely, they could also use
shapes to discover properties
of numbers and equations.

It would be difficult
to overstate how im-
portant the invention
of analytic geometry
was. It made the idea
of a function much
clearer, which, in
turn, helped make
possible the inven-
tion of the calculus
by Sir Isaac Newton
during the 1660s (al-
though the German
philosopher and math-
ematician, Gottfried
Leibniz, independently
invented the calculus some
years after Newton). With calcu-
lus, Newton was able to mathemati-
cally describe physical motion, something
that simply could not be done otherwise. This was
a critical step in the scientific revolution that had been
occurring since the previous century when Copernicus
introduced his heliocentric view of the universe. Since
physicists and astronomers are typically interested in
moving objects (e.g, falling bodies, moving planets), most
of physics would be impossible without calculus.

During the 150 years following Newton (who died
in 1727), mathematicians worked feverishly on calcu-
lus, laying the logical foundations of the subject. For, al-
though Newton and other mathematicians knew that the
calculus worked, they didn’t know exactly how it worked.
In fact, there seemed to be inconsistencies in the very
foundation of calculus, and it took a century and a half
to put it on a firm logical foundation.

During this time, the amount of mathematical

Sir Isaac
Newton

knowledgegrewlikeneverbefore,andinthe1800sashock-
ing mathematical discovery was made. Mathematicians
discovered that there were logically consistent geom-
etries fundamentally different from ordinary Euclidean
geometry. These were weird geometries where, for ex-
ample, straight lines can double back on themselves and
the sum of the interior angles of a triangle can be more or
less than 180°!

At first, such results seemed as absurd as discovering
a square circle. But it was eventually shown that there

was no actual contradiction within these strange
new geometries. They were perfectly
self-consistent. They were merely
different from our ordinary
(Euclidean) conception of
geometry. And at the time,
these geometries were
still seen as purely the-
oretical. They weren't
used to describe the
real-life space that
we inhabit; that
privilege still fell to
ordinary Euclidean
geometry. The non-
Euclidean  geom-
etries were merely
interesting, theoreti-
cal curiosities (but dis-
turbing nonetheless).
But in the early 1900s,
Albert Einstein published
his general theory of rela-
tivity, which described space
as non-Euclidean! Physical space,
said Einstein, isn’t always straight or flat.

Rather, space can curve, and this curvature is what
causes the effects of “gravity.” In other words, objects
like satellites aren’t kept in orbit by a gravitational force.
Instead, they remain in orbit because they follow the
curved paths of space around the planet. If general rela-
tivity is true, then, physical space isn’t Euclidean—at least
not on large scales like planetary orbits. To put it differ-
ently, on these larger scales, Euclidean geometry is not,
strictly speaking, true (although it is a good approxima-
tion on the small scales we're accustomed to).

But, to put it bluntly, this is simply bizarre. What does
it mean for space to curve? What is space curving into?
In other words, what could it possibly mean for physi-
cal space to be non-Euclidean? This question disturbed
not only mathematicians, but scientists and philoso-
phers as well. And although “curved space” may not be
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a genuinely contradictory concept, given thousands of
years thinking of space as Euclidean (that is, flat), it was
difficult for humans to fathom. It still is. Humans cannot
fully visualize curved space.

Non-Euclidean geometry wasn't the only disturb-
ing mathematical discovery. Around this same time, a
genuine contradiction was found in mathematics. Set
theory—which studies groups of objects and is the most
fundamental of all mathematics—contained an incon-
sistency at its very heart. It was discovered that the sim-
ple notion of a set eventually led to contradictions (these
were politely called paradoxes)! For example, a set could
simultaneously be a member of itself and not a member
of itself. How could something as simple as a group of
objects (a set) be fundamentally inconsistent?

These two problems—“non-Euclidean” geometries
and the paradoxes of set theory—forced mathematicians
and philosophers to step back and rethink mathematical
methods. Mathematical methods were supposed to be
certain, giving us no surprises. To be sure, if we founded
mathematics on statements that were true—and then
correctly reasoned from those—then we would have no
problems. The difficulty was finding those correct as-
sumptions. In other words, the difficulty that mathema-
ticians (and philosophers of mathematics) faced was
finding the correct foundations of mathematics. In an
attempt to find these foundations and to shore up math-
ematical methods of reasoning, mathematicians and
philosophers invented symbolic logic. Symbolic
logic, it was hoped, would help clarify just -
what was going on in mathematics and pd
perhaps help avoid developing math-
ematics with contradictions in it.

But as mathematicians and
philosophers (and now logi- /
cians) clarified and refined
mathematical methods, yet
another disquieting discovery
was made in the 1930s. An
Austrian logician, Kurt Godel,
discovered that the axiom-
atic method itself has serious
limitations. Even if everything
goes perfectly in an axiom-
atic system, there will be
mathematical  truths
that cannot be derived
within that system. In
other words every axiom-
atic system will leave out
some mathematical truths.
Even at their very best, every

axiomatic system is incomplete.

Today, mathematicians still cannot agree on the
proper foundations of mathematics. There is, so far, no
guarantee that more contradictions will not be found.
But so far, no more have been discovered. Mathematical
research continues apace, and the sub-disciplines within
mathematics keep proliferating. Mathematics is now an
unbelievably extensive field; it is fascinating in itself and
new ways of applying it are constantly being found.

But the very nature of mathematics and its history
raises important questions about our understanding of
reality. It is no wonder that mathematics, science, and
philosophy have grown up together during the course of
Western history; the first philosopher was also the first
mathematician as well as the first scientist. From Thales
to Plato to Descartes to Kant, philosophers have been
keenly aware and interested in mathematics.

Let us look at three important issues that mathematics
raises for our understanding of the world. The first has to
do with the nature of mathematical knowledge. This issue
leads to the second: what exactly is mathematical knowl-
edge about; what is it knowledge of? And finally—this is
the third issue—how is it possible that mathematics helps
us to discover things about the physical world? All three
issues are interconnected and our stance towards any one
of them will affect our stance towards the other two.

Kurt Gédel published
his incompleteness
theorems
in 1931.
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Mathematical knowledge is special. It seems that
mathematics is one of the few disciplines in which we
have anything like certainty (paradoxes notwithstand-
ing). We often compare other kinds of certainty against
the certainty we have in mathematics. We say things like,
“Well, I'm pretty sure, but 'm not mathematically certain.”
By this, we imply that mathematical certainty is the stron-
gest kind of certainty available. After all, could it ever be
wrong that 2 + 2 = 4? What's more certain than that?

Philosophers have always recognized the special
place that mathematical knowledge holds. Accordingly,
they have taken mathematical knowledge to be the ideal
kind of knowledge. The goal for any other area of study
has been to approach the level of certainty that math-
ematics gives us. Other than logic, there isn’t much that
compares in this way to mathematics (and many mathe-
maticians think that mathematics is just a special case of
logic). Take science, for example. We can be sure that an
object dropped near the earth’s surface will fall toward
the center of the earth (go ahead, try it). But it's possible
that things could have been different. We can imagine a
logically possible science fiction world in which objects
are repelled by the earth, away from its center.

But mathematics seems different in this respect. We
cannot even imagine a world in which two plus two does
not equal four. Mathematical statements—most of them
anyway—cannot be false. Philosophers say that such
statements are necessarily true.

Furthermore, how do we come to know such neces-
sary truths? Notice that we need not check the world to
know whether 2 + 2 = 4. Nor do we need to do a physi-
cal experiment in order to check whether 4,356+809 =
5,155 (it doesn't, and you can check this without actu-
ally counting objects). Many philosophers believe—be-
cause no experience of ours could ever show that 2 + 2
=4 is false and that we need no experience to determine
mathematical truths—that experience is not fundamen-
tally needed to know such truths. Of course, the way we
have typically learned math required a teacher, but theo-
retically we could have come up with the ideas of two,
plus, equals, and four simply by thinking about them.
Philosophers call these kinds of truths—truths that we
can know without looking at the world—a priori truths (a
priori means “prior to experience”).

The nature of mathematical knowledge leads to the
next big issue. Maybe the uniqueness of mathematical
knowledge is due to mathematics’ unique subject mat-
ter. Maybe, say some philosophers, mathematical knowl-
edge is special because it is knowledge about special
things, special kinds of objects. This is the second issue,
then: what is mathematics really about? We saw that it
is at least about numbers and shapes. But what are these,
exactly?

Before we try to answer this, we need to understand
a very important distinction in mathematics, one that we
have already alluded to. To take a simple example of the
distinction, consider the following two sentences that use
number concepts:

Two apples added to two apples gives us four
apples.

Two plus two is equal to four (ie, 2 + 2 = 4).

These sentences are obviously very similar; but they
are different in an important way. Notice that the first
sentence is about apples while the second sentence is
about numbers. That is, the nouns of each sentence are
different (the number words in the first sentence are
adjectives, not nouns). The nouns of each sentence refer
to things that could not be more different. In the case
of apples, we can see, touch, smell, and taste them. We
can’'t do any of these to numbers (although we can see
the nouns that refer to numbers, which are in the form
of words like four or symbols like 4). Notice also, that
apples have a location as well as mass and weight. But
numbers, it seems, do not.

So then, in the first sentence, mathematics is about
the physical world. The second sentence, however, is
about the mathematical world and belongs to pure math-
ematics (or theoretical mathematics). The first sentence
belongs to applied (or practical) mathematics.

Let us look at the pure sentence (2 + 2 = 4). Surely
this sentence is about something; it’s not about nothing at
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all. Furthermore, the sentence is always true. There was
never a time when 2 + 2 = 4 became true, nor will there
be a time when it stops being true. It would be true even
if there were no apples or objects at all. It would be true
even if there were no humans to count or to think about
the sentence.

So in the previous paragraph we have some facts that
need explaining. How can all this—what we've just said
about 2 + 2 = 4—be true? Given all these considerations,
most philosophers (and mathematicians) say that this
sentence must be about things that have always existed
and always will. Such objects also exist independent of
human thought and language (therefore, 2 + 2 = 4 isn't
merely about ideas or words).

Following Plato, then, most philosophers and math-
ematicians believe that numbers exist eternally, outside
of space and time, like Plato’s Forms. Numbers, they say,
are unique and mysterious. They aren’t physical, and
they may not even be located
anywhere (Whatever that means).

Numbers are spooky. This view that numbers literally ex-
ist is often called mathematical platonism.

One objection to mathematical platonism is that 2 +
2 = 4 is really shorthand for something like Every time
you add two things to two other things you get a total of
four things. And this objection seems to work for 2 + 2
= 4, where we can conceive of number words as dis-
guised adjectives. But it doesn’t work for sentences like
3 is not a square number. In this sentence, the noun 3 is
not shorthand for an adjective in any clear way, and so
mathematical platonism remains plausible. Indeed, pla-
tonism is the standard view among mathematicians and
philosophers.

The third problem, perhaps the most intriguing, is
just how it is possible for mathematics—a subject that in
itself seems to have a nonphysical subject matter—to be
so useful for describing and predicting events in the physi-
cal world. In fact, mathematics isn't merely important for
describing the physical world; in many cases, we could not
say what we want to about nature without mathematics.

In other words, mathematics is indispensable for describ-
ing much of the universe, especially in the context of con-
temporary physics. Neither quantum theory nor general
relativity can even be stated without mathematics. They
are essentially mathematical theories.

How could mathematics be necessarily true and yet
also describe contingent or non-necessary states of affairs
in the real world? This is perhaps the most puzzling thing
about mathematics for contemporary philosophers and
mathematicians. In his famous essay, “The Unreasonable
Effectiveness of Mathematics in the Natural Sciences,”
Nobel Prize-winning physicist Eugene Wigner said, “The
miracle of the appropriateness of the language of math-
ematics for the formulation of the laws of physics is a won-
derful gift which we neither understand nor deserve.”

There are two things to distinguish here. The first is the
mere fact that mathematics is useful for science. The sec-
ond is an explanation of the fact: just why is it so useful for
us? It often seems as if mathematics is simply there wait-
ing for us to use it to describe new and mysterious physical
phenomena. There are many cases in the history of sci-
ence when the mathematics had been developed centuries
before it was ever used. Scientists have simply picked the
mathematics off the shelf and found that it worked. As
another Nobel Prize-winning physicist, Steven Weinberg,
says, “It is positively spooky how the physicist finds that
the mathematician has been there before him or her.”

Furthermore, contemporary physicists use mathemat-
ics to guide them where observation and experiment are
impossible. On the subatomic scale in quantum theory,
for example, humans simply cannot make observations.
They have to come up with a purely mathematical story
of what occurs on a very small scale and then see if the
subatomic world’s effects on the macro world is what the
mathematical story predicts. In such cases, physicists must
rely on mathematics to guide them in making predictions
of where subatomic events will reveal themselves on an
observable scale. The mathematics points to where the
observable phenomena are going to show up. Physicists
then stand by, waiting to observe the predictions. Strangely
enough, this process works!

The universe seems remarkably user-friendly. The
question that scientists, mathematicians, and philoso-
phers grapple with is, Why?

How then should Christians view mathematics?
Although we can only scratch the surface, a good place to
begin is to look at how humans come up with mathemati-
cal systems. This can then give us clues about the nature
of mathematics. What follows is simplistic, but it captures
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the general process of mathematical development.

Remember that we initially arrive at number con-
cepts by looking at the world. We look at concrete ex-
amples of, say, two trees, two dogs, two stars, and eventu-
ally abstract from these cases the concept two. Similarly
for many other numbers (and shapes as well). Once we
arrive at these abstract mathematical concepts, we then
begin to focus on the concepts themselves, ignoring the
trees, the dogs, and the stars.

By studying these concepts more closely, we begin to
see what different numbers have in common (as well as
the properties that makes each one unique). We deter-
mine, for example, that two comes after the number one
and before the number three. From here, we eventually
progress to more sophisticated facts about two: two is the
first even number, it's the only even prime number, if we
add it to five we get seven, and so on. We continue to do
this, developing elaborate mathematical systems or stories.
Our systems become larger and branch out: we develop
arithmetic, geometry, algebra, analytic geometry, calculus,
differential geometry, and so on. Of course, by we I mean
the collective human race. The actual process took millen-
nia and the contribution of many different cultures.

Something amazing also happens along the way: we
often discover that the mathematical systems we arrived
at by looking only at the mathematical objects can be ap-
plied back to the physical world, to real-life objects. This
happens even though we often weren't trying to develop
mathematics for these particular purposes (although
there are times when we were). So, in general, our math-
ematics begins with the world, then becomes separate
from it, and then often reconnects to the world, usually
through science.

This can be misleading, however. Even though the
fundamental concepts like whole numbers and simple
shapes “came from” our observation of the physical
world, most mathematical concepts don't. We don’t, for
example, see functions, integrals, and derivatives in the
world. Such concepts seem very far from our initial ob-
servations of the world. This is why it's so surprising that
these concepts actually work when applied back to the
physical world. As yet another Nobel Prize recipient,
Richard Feynman, says, “I find it quite amazing that it
is possible to predict what will happen by mathematics,
which is simply following rules which really have noth-
ing to do with the original thing”

And so we're right back at the issue of mathematics’
applicability. How do we account for this happy connec-
tion between mathematical concepts (that we seem to sim-
ply make up) and the actual operation of the universe?

For the secularist, this is an inexplicable mystery
(recall Wigner's statement above). And it is no good for

evolutionists to say that the explanation for applicability
is that we needed concepts like the integral and deriva-
tive for survival. Even if some mathematical concepts like
numbers and shapes helped us to survive, most math-
ematical concepts have nothing whatsoever to do with the
survival of our species. This is plain especially when we see
that the mathematics of quantum theory, for example, is
vastly different in character from the mathematics needed
for objects we can directly observe. Such mathematics did
not in any way contribute to our species’ survival.

But the Christian explanation for the world’s appar-
ent user-friendliness is perfectly straightforward. God
created the world and us and graciously made both in a
way that allowed us to arrive at reliable mathematical de-
scriptions of physical events and objects. This situation
is one of the ways God allows us to fulfill the “cultural
mandate” of Genesis. The universe’s user-friendliness is
a gift, pure grace. The only proper response is awe and
gratitude.

In one form or another, a type of divine explana-
tion has actually been with us since the beginning of
Western history, even in pagan cultures. According to
the late Morris Kline, there are three basic Pythagorean-
Platonic beliefs that have driven science and mathemat-
ics throughout Western history.

1. The universe is ordered by perfect
mathematical laws.

2. Divine reason is the organizer of nature.

3. Human reason can discern the divine
pattern.

Today, contemporary physics has by and large jettisoned
the “divine” aspect, but physicists still function as if the
universe was designed and designed for us. They expect
the mathematics to help us.

But why did God design the universe mathematically?
Why didn't He design it differently? One of the few things
we can say with confidence about this is that He wanted to.
We can also say that just as a work of art or craftsmanship
tells us something about the human(s) who made it, so too,
the mathematical nature of God’s universe reveals things
about Him. Just what, specifically, is not clear, but we know
that mathematics is somehow an important aspect of who
He is. God is not merely orderly, but orderly in specific
ways, one of those ways being mathematical.

And because God is the way He is necessarily, math-
ematics is in some sense necessary. This explains why 2
+ 2 =4 in any world God would have made. This in turn
explains how we can know the solution to mathematical
problems without checking the world we live in. We can
know the answer to 4,356 + 809 without having to con-
struct a group of 4,356 objects and another group of 809
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objects and then counting them all together. The answer
will be the same no matter what the actual world is like,
which is to say that the answer doesn’t depend on the
world. We only need to “think” the answer (our minds
may need help with pen and paper, but that’s just a hu-
man limitation).

Let us turn to the issue of mathematics’ subject mat-
ter, focusing again on numbers. Remember that we dis-
tinguished two kinds of mathematics, pure and applied.
Pure mathematics is about mathematical objects; ap-
plied mathematics is (typically) about non-mathematical
objects, often physical objects. In applied mathematics
number concepts are usually ad-
jectives, as in the case of two apples
added to two apples gives us four
apples. But in pure mathematics,
we saw that number concepts of-
ten show up in sentences as nouns.
The square root of two is irrational is
about a number, namely the square
root of two. And because of the ap-
parent eternal nature of this truth, as
we saw, most mathematicians and
philosophers believe that numbers
are eternal objects, existing outside
the realm of space and time.

Such platonism, however, can be
a problem for Christians. According
to platonism, numbers (and the
realm in which they exist) are eternal
and unchangeable. In other words,
they begin to take on the qualities
that we usually reserve for God. A
way around this problem is to view
numbers as dependent upon God.
One way to do this is to conceive

to do something with Plato’s Forms, so he placed them
in God’s mind. Again, this doesn’t necessarily make
Augustinian platonism wrong, but, again, it should give
us pause. A lot of damage has been done by intermin-
gling Christianity with pagan philosophy, so we need to
be very careful when adopting views that mix the two.

Is there an alternative to platonism for the Christian?
There is. A good one. This alternative view takes into
account God’s apparent fondness for stories. As you
know, the Bible is much more of a storybook than a text-
book. The story of redemptive history is gripping, with
its battles between two armies, the victory of the good
army thanks to a conquering King,
and even a wedding at the very end.
Furthermore, humans—young and
old—find stories irresistible. In fact,
we are natural story makers, just as
our Father is.

With this in mind, remember
that in developing mathematics,
humans abstracted the concept two
(for example) from the many cases
of two objects. We then naturally
began to focus on the number two
itself, determining its various prop-
erties and how it behaves when it
interacts with other numbers (who
in turn have different personalities).
Once we did this, the number two
became a sort of character in a story.
Mathematicians then developed the
story further, adding concepts that
were consistent with the initial story
line, the story line that was origi-
nally inspired by the physical world.
These new concepts often behaved

of them as separate from God but
somehow eternally “flowing out of”
Him. That is, He eternally creates or
“begets” numbers. This notion, how-
ever, should at least give us pause—
numbers sound as if they are depen-
dent upon God in a way similar to
Jesus’ dependence on God the Father. This doesn’t make
the view false, but it should cause us to be wary of it.

A second way for Christians to remain platonists—
to still believe in the genuine existence of numbers as
objects—is to place numbers in the “mind of God.” This
is a type of Augustinian platonism. St. Augustine was a
platonist before he became a Christian and was so im-
pressed with platonism that he tried to make his new-
found Christianity fit with his Greek platonism. He had

Baptism of Saint Augustine by
Saint Ambrose of Milan, painted by
Benozzo Gozzoli (c. 1420-1497).
Augustine tried to reconcile
Platonism with Christianity.

as if they were new characters in the
story, with different qualities and
personalities, adding layers to the
mathematical “story.” This view of
mathematics is called “fictionalism.”

Christian fictionalists say that
because God made us natural story-
tellers, we constructed mathematics as a story almost au-
tomatically, without consciously thinking, “Here we are,
making a story with numbers as characters.” In fact, just
as small children sometimes have difficulty separating
fiction from reality, platonists have mistakenly believed
that numbers are real.

If we think of numbers as characters in a kind of
story, then we can account for the truth of mathemat-
ics without having to countenance numbers as actually
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existing objects. Just as it is true that Oliver Twist lived
in London, it is also true that the square root of two is ir-
rational. But on the fictionalist view, neither Oliver Twist
nor the square root of two need exist for the respective
statements to be true. They are, so to speak, true in the
story. The first story is Oliver Twist; the second story is our
standard mathematics.

But notice that a fictionalist view of mathematics
doesn’t make mathematics arbitrary. It's not as if we can
make up any old mathematics, the way we can make up
any old story. Mathematics is different from “regular”
stories in that the mathematical characters are heavily
constrained by the mathematical nature of reality (which
is ultimately constrained by God’s mathematical nature).
The mathematical story, therefore, can help us predict
many things about the real world because it began with
the real world and its development is constrained by
very strict mathematical methods. Ordinary stories have
much more leeway.

Notice what this implies. The story of mathematics is, in
some sense, already there in the world, made by God, and
we're essentially discovering this story. It's already written.

So we need to be careful with the term fictionalism.
Again, by fictional, we as confessing Christians do not
mean that this story is arbitrary, or that God could have
made a universe in which 2 + 2 = 17. Fictionalism is only
an option for Christians if it is understood as a narrative
grounded in the nature and character of the narrator.

But our mathematical methods aren’t infallible. And
even if they were, we're not. Furthermore, we have limita-
tions, even when we don’t make mistakes. This is one of
the reasons our mathematics can lead us astray, as in the
paradoxes of set theory. In such cases, we're not getting

the story right—either because we've made a mistake or
because of our limitations (or both).

We shouldn’t, therefore, put all our confidence in
mathematics—or anything that depends upon it (like sci-
ence). If something other than God becomes our ultimate
epistemic authority (or ultimate authority on how we can
know things), we're bound to be let down or misled.

So then, mathematics is a gift, but one that we
shouldn’t mistake for the giver. Mathematics is a power-
ful tool for taking dominion over the earth, one that we
simply cannot account for without a supernatural con-
nection between man and the world. God designed it this
way. The next time you're doing a math problem, remem-
ber that a lot of weird stuff is going on behind the seem-
ingly mundane and tedious calculations. In a sense, you
are thinking God’s thoughts after Him. Even if numbers
aren’t objects in the mind of God, they are still characters
in His grand story.

—Mitch Stokes
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The word media (-a: Latin, 2nd de-
clension, neuter, plural) has two
common, related meanings. The
first refers to the basic technologies
people use to communicate, such as
the printing press, telephone, radio,
television, and computer. The sec-
ond emphasizes the businesses or
industries that disseminate infor-
mation and entertainment through
those technologies. “The media” or
“the mass media” typically refer to
the commercial communication
industries and their workers (news
reporters, columnists, talk-show
hosts, actors, comedians, advertis-
ers, film makers, etc) who produce
the majority of the media content for
public audiences. The mass media
can reach very large (“mass”) audi-
ences, but they tend to limit access to ]
contributors and allow only minimal i
“feedback” from their readers, listen-
ers, and viewers. When people opine
about “the media,” they are usually
concerned about the political, moral,
religious, and cultural influences of
the dominant mass media businesses
more than they are about media tech-
nologies per se.
Communication between two (or
a few more) individuals through some
medium (-um: Latin, 2nd declension,
neuter, singular), such as the tele-
phone, letters, or email, which allows
them to interact easily and person-
ally, is referred to as “medio-commu-
nication.” Face-to-face conversations
that are not mediated through some
technology (other than by words and
expressions) are simply considered
“interpersonal communication.”
Communication creates and main-
tains the common bonds of families,
communities, societies, and cultures
through language, symbols, rituals, and
images over time. Media often provide the
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technology and contexts for that communication to oc-
cur. But media innovations have tended historically to
disrupt,! but not displace, older media and to change the
social, political, and cultural conditions in which the in-
novations appear. The advent of movable type printing
in the mid-fifteenth century, for example, fundamen-
tally disrupted the spoken and written communication
systems that had served the government, society, and the
church since ancient times. As the first mass medium,
printing allowed almost any author (not just those ap-
proved by the state or church) to reach vast audiences
previously unimaginable to earlier orators or authors of
hand-reproduced manuscripts. The printing of Martin
Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses disrupted the Roman
Catholic Church’s political and theological authority in
Europe. In just three years, more copies (300,000+) of
Luther’s publications were distributed than any other
work in history. The printing press made the Reformers’
plea for sola Scriptura not just a theological idea, but a
hard-copy reality by putting the Bible within the reach
of almost everyone. The Reformation demonstrated the
power of new media to disrupt the status quo of Europe
and of Christendom itself.

The press’s power to change how individuals, cities,
nations, and entire continents thought and acted pro-
voked civil and religious authorities to try to regulate and
control the disruptive new communication technology.
In Spain, the Inquisition had burned banned books and
the government required all printed works to be licensed.
The Edict of Worms in 1521 required German printers
to submit their works to censorship and to publish only

with the permission of the authorities. In sixteenth-

and seventeenth-century France, hundreds of

authors, printers, and book dealers were

jailed for violating printing laws. In
1538 English works and their
printers had to be regis-
tered and inspected
by the notorious
Stationer’s
Company.

An early
American
newspaper
was The Sun,
published in
New York City
from 1833 to 1950.
Its demise coincided
with the early emer-
gence of television as
a broadcast medium.

Under Tudor rule, one Englishman was executed for
printing an allegorical attack on the queen’s religious
policies. In 1644 poet John Milton wrote Areopagitica,
his famous plea for press freedom, after English authori-
ties suppressed his pamphlet on divorce. Distaste for
England’s restrictive printing regulations in its colonies,
including those that led to the immediate suppression
of North America’s first newspaper, Publick Occurrences
Both Forreign and Domestick (Boston, September 25,
1690), was one of the key reasons that “freedom of
speech and of the press” was later guaranteed in the First
Amendment to the United States Constitution.

While some form of systematic news reporting can
be traced back to Rome’s daily gazette around 40 B.c?
and to handwritten newssheets distributed in Venice in
the 1500s, books and pamphlets dominated the printing
trade until about 1600. The monthly or weekly publica-
tion of newspapers began in England about 150 years
after the invention of printing. These new “periodicals”
became so widespread across Europe by the end of the
seventeenth century that the first known study of the
newspaper industry was completed in 1690, the same
year America’s first newspaper was suppressed after
one issue. In his University of Leipzig doctoral disserta-
tion, De relationibus novellis (On news reporting), scholar
Tobias Peucer described an emerging news industry that
reported “marvellous and unusual” events, “differences,
changes and transfers of government,” and “matters ec-
clesiastical or literary.” He also noted that certain types of
stories attracted too much attention, such as “ridiculous
and foolish” reports about “how many purple and gold
garments” princes owned, speculations on things “that
belong in private diaries rather than public records,” “the
affairs of princes, which should not be bandied about,”
and other “wicked statements” and “things that would
fall heavy on pious ears.” Criticisms of news reporting
similar to those found in Peucer’s seventeenth century
study are still common in the twenty-first century.

For almost 400 years, the old Gutenberg-style, hand-
operated, one-sheet-at-a-time printing press had a maxi-
mum production rate of only about 125 copies an hour.
In the early 1800s, America’s largest circulation daily
newspaper had about 4,500 subscribers. Published by
political parties or mercantilists, these papers appealed
to small partisan audiences and were available by sub-
scription only. At a time when most people earned less
than $1 per day, subscription rates of six cents per copy
or $8-$10 per year put the newspaper out of the reach of
the common family. That all changed, however, in 1833
with the invention of a new disruptive media technol-
ogy: the high-speed, steam-driven rotary printing press.
Rotary presses could print more than 18,000 copies
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an hour (a 144-fold increase in the speed of produc-
tion). Seizing upon this new speed and an idea born in
England, printer Benjamin Day started the New York
Sun, a daily newspaper funded not by subscription but
by advertisers and designed for mass distribution. With
content created to appeal to every reader, the papers
were hawked on street corners by newsboys for a penny.
These “Penny Papers” became the model for America’s
advertising-based, mass marketed commercial media.
Within a few years of Day’s Sun, the Penny Press could
be found in America’s largest cities, boasting circulations
exceeding 15,000 copies daily. The Penny Papers dem-
onstrated how a new technology, the high-speed rotary
press, could disrupt the status quo of the communication
system and change how people understood news and
information.

Penny Papers were widely criticized as scandal
sheets, but crass sensationalism really took over the news
business in the late nineteenth century with the advent of
“Yellow Journalism” (so called because of the color print-
ing of one the earliest newspaper cartoon characters,
the Yellow Kid). Publishers William Randolph Hearst of
New York and Joseph Pulitzer of St. Louis, whose news-
paper “chains” (groups of newspapers in different cities
under one corporate owner) were locked in cutthroat
competition for ever-larger national circulations. They
paid writers (now called reporters or journalists) to scour
their cities for interesting news and to write stories that
would attract more readers. They sometimes stooped
to inventing controversies, faking interviews, staging
photos, and fueling scandals. Prior to the start of the
Spanish-American War in 1898, Hearst gave his report-
ers in Cuba this infamous (though possibly and fittingly
apocryphal) charge: “You furnish the photos; I'll furnish
the war.”

Critics of Yellow Journalism called for improved eth-
ical standards among journalists and more accurate and
fair news reporting. One response in the early twentieth
century was to turn news workers into professionals
with their own association, Sigma Delta Chi, the Society
of Professional Journalists, and a code of ethics. Some
newspaper owners began to require that their reporters
be college educated. Pulitzer, hoping to gain credibility for
his journalists, offered New York’s Columbia University,
which was financially strapped at the time, several mil-
lion dollars to start a journalism school. Columbia ac-
cepted his offer. Thus was born the Columbia School
of Journalism (1912), home of the Pulitzer Prizes, which
remain journalism’s most prestigious awards.

Another response to sensationalism in the early
twentieth century was the rise of investigative journalism,
known as “muckraking,” that helped fuel the popularity

Hogan's Alley, shown here, was one of the first
comic strips in an American newspaper. Drawn
by Richard F. Outcault, the strip was created as
political commentary for adults. It featured the
character known as the Yellow Kid, who evolved
from a character that appeared in Outcault’s
magazine cartoon panels in 1894 and 1895.

The Yellow Kid became not only a late-
twentieth-century cultural icon but also a lasting
symbol of media priorities, as to this day “yellow
journalism” is synonymous with sensationalism and
the valuing of profit over journalistic integrity.
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Julius Chambers (1850-1920) is considered one

of the pioneers in the “muckraking” movement
toward investigative journalism (the term “muck-
raking” in reference to journalism is often attrib-
uted to President Theodore Roosevelt in 1906).
Chambers made his name as a reporter for the New
York Tribune in the 1870s. He had himself commit-
ted to the Bloomingdale Asylum for the mentally ill
in an effort to expose mistreatment of the inmates
there. Chambers’ reports for the Tribune led to
reforms in the care of psychiatric patients. Future
“muckrakers” took on such targets as the Standard
Oil monopoly, sanitary conditions at meat packing
plants, and the abuse of child labor.

of another new medium, the magazine. President Teddy
Roosevelt first applied the term “muckraking” to journal-
ism in 1906, referring to the “Man with the Muck-rake”
in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Muckraking journalists
like Upton Sinclair, Lincoln Steffens, and Ida Tarbell

became famous for their carefully researched exposés of
government corruption, dangerous industrial practices,
and corporate greed. Sinclair's 1906 book, The Jungle,
which revealed the horrid conditions in America’s meat
packing plants, is credited with prompting passage of the
Pure Food and Drug Act.

The division between the sensationalism of Yellow
Journalism and the professionalism of Muckrakers ex-
emplifies what social historian Michael Schudson has
described as a long-standing divide between the Story
Ideal and the Information Ideal in American journalism.
The one treasures the ability of writers to tell a good story
and to spin a good yarn in order to sell as many papers
as possible. The other values objective, non-partisan, “sci-
entific” reports which trade only in facts and the truth
about public affairs in order to better inform citizens and
consumers. The tension between the Story Ideal and the
Information Ideal is still felt today.

The Electronic Tradition

“The wireless telegraph is not difficult to understand.
The ordinary telegraph is like a very long cat. You pull
the tail in New York, and it meows in Los Angeles.
The wireless is the same, only without the cat.”
—Albert Einstein

Just when the Penny Papers began transforming the
news business, the first disruptive electrical communica-
tion technology, the telegraph, appeared and changed
both how print media operated and how we understand
the nature of communication itself. Invented in 1844,
the telegraph’s high-speed transmission of information
across great distances promised to aid news gathering,
but some editors feared the new electrical medium could
weaken or displace the newspaper itself. For example, in
1845 the editor of The Herald, one of New York’s Penny
Papers, predicted that the “new mode of circulating intel-
ligence,” the telegraph, would “be fatal” for “a vast num-
ber” of newspapers.*

Those fears proved to be unfounded, of course, but
telegraphy did change how stories were gathered and
written. Newspapers soon began a system of coopera-
tive sharing of “telegraphic news” between cities. Several
New York Penny Papers organized an “Associated Press”
news syndicate in 1848 to share the costs of gathering
news by telegraph. With the first transatlantic cable in
the 1860s, newspapers no longer had to wait days or
weeks for ships to arrive with international news. The
telegraph shrank time and space for the newspaper busi-
ness and improved their efficiency and profitability.

Because early electrical and telegraph lines were
notoriously unreliable (especially during the Civil War),
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news stories sent by telegraph had to be written differ-
ently. The “inverted pyramid,” which became the most
common news style, summarized most important infor-
mation in the first paragraph (the “lead” or “lede”) and
the less important information or background details
were arranged in order of decreasing importance. If a
telegraph signal were cut and a message interrupted, the
“inverted pyramid” style ensured that the most important
news had been delivered in the first few paragraphs.

telephone n. An invention of the devil which

abrogates some of the advantages of making a

disagreeable person keep his distance.
—Ambrose Bierce, Devil's Dictionary

While working on ways to help the hearing impaired
in 1876, Alexander Graham Bell redesigned the basic
signaling technology of the telegraph to transmit the hu-
man voice electrically and thus introduced another dis-
ruptive electrical communication technology. Bell and
his associates offered to sell his invention to the Western
Union Telegraph Co. in 1878, but were turned down.
Eventually, the new “telephone” would absorb and dis-
place the telegraph. The Bell system was later renamed
the American Telephone and Telegraph Company
(AT&T). The phone was first used primarily for emergen-
cy purposes (fire, medical, and police communication),
but domestic phone use grew after the 1894 expiration
of the first Bell patents and the availability of new non-
Bell phone hardware. Dozens of new phone hardware
manufacturers and thousands of small telephone coop-
erative systems sprang up across the country after 1894.
However, in 1913 AT&T made a deal with the federal
government to avoid anti-trust prosecution, called the
Kingsbury Commitment, which allowed the company
to join independent (non-Bell) systems in creating a na-
tional telephone monopoly. AT&T’s monopoly status was
solidified during World War I and continued until 1984
when the federal government forced the break-up of the
national phone system into several “Baby Bell” phone
companies. AT&T’s monopoly ended about the same
time that another new disruptive technology, the “cell”
or wireless phone, made old land-line phone systems re-
dundant and less profitable. Unencumbered by its less
profitable land-line system, AT&T came to dominate the
new and more profitable cell phone service industry.

In the early days of telephony, a wire could carry only
one phone message at a time. Cities therefore needed
hundreds, even thousands, of unsightly telephone lines
which hung over their streets like tangled spider webs.
With so many lines running close together, phone tech-
nicians discovered a strange electrical phenomenon
called “ghost lines.” Intersecting electrical fields between

Alexander Graham Bell (1847-1922) redesigned
the basic signaling technology of the telegraph to
transmit the human voice electrically and

thus invented the telephone.

two parallel wires actually created a third “wireless” line
in the “ether.” Researching this strange “wireless” phe-
nomenon, inventors in Italy, Germany, and the United
States made a series of breakthroughs that produced the
first “wireless telephony,” or the radio. This disruptive
electrical communication technology became required
on-board ships after the sinking of the Titanic in 1912.
The first commercial radio station, KDKA of Pittsburgh,
began broadcasting in 1920. By 1922 the nation had
more than 500 radio stations serving 100,000 radio sets.
By 1925 Americans owned more than 5.5 million radios
and the radio boom was on. The dramatic growth of ra-
dio broadcasting was due to its popular news, music, and



108

VocaTIO

storytelling programming. Unlike newspapers, the radio
industry was, from the start, financed by advertisers ea-
ger to reach millions of listening consumers.

Competition between stations for listeners (and the
advertising dollars they represented) led to a kind of
“wild, wild West” environment among the early radio
broadcasters. Stations would sometimes boost the power
of their signals to “walk over” a competing station on the
radio “dial.” Others would deliberately create interfer-
ence to block the signals of a competitor’s station. Out of
this chaos came pleas from both broadcasters and listen-
ers for the government to step in. The U.S. Department
of Commerce, under Herbert Hoover, opened investiga-
tions that culminated in the Federal Radio Act of 1927.
Despite the First Amendment’s free press guarantees, the
government created the Federal Radio Commission to
regulate broadcasting on the premise that the “airwaves
belong to the people.” The 1927 Radio Act declared that
broadcasters had the right to “use, but not own” the air-
waves and that government regulators were needed to
control broadcasting for the “benefit of the people.” That
rationale would be used in the Communication Act of
1934 to justify the government’s regulation of all future
electronic media.

f

Concerns about radio’s potential for social and po-
litical disruption and harm grew with the disturbing
success of Nazi propaganda in 1930s Germany and the
mass hysteria created by Orson Welles' 1938 “War of the
Worlds” radio drama, some of whose listeners thought
they were witnessing an actual Martian invasion. The
rise of “pop music” and “rock-and-roll” (Elvis Presley,
the Beatles, etc)), targeting young consumers after World
War II, only heightened concerns about media’s poten-
tial to corrupt the morals of young people, to radicalize
students, and to commercialize (and secularize) culture.

Photography was the first modern disruptive visual
medium. Invented in the mid-nineteenth century, pho-
tography undermined painting’s centuries-long pursuit
of realism, and it shook the foundations of art. Artists
rapidly abandoned realism and began to explore ab-
stract, non-realistic forms of art. The photograph’s un-
paralleled power to capture realistic images of the world
was secured with the Civil War photojournalism and
portraiture of Mathew Brady in the 1860s. Photography
inspired an entire new line of “illustrated” magazines
in the late nineteenth century that emphasized images
more than words. And with the development of celluloid
film, motion picture technology spawned a new medium
for projecting images of dramas and documentaries.
The movie industry’s early “blockbuster” films, like The
Wizard of Oz, Gone with the Wind, and Citizen Kane,
helped create the Hollywood celebrity “star” system that
came to dominate American popular culture. The inven-
tion of video cassettes, digital video disks (DVD), and
internet video streaming have more recently shifted the
majority of film showings from movie theaters to home
television screens and personal computer terminals.

The development of television technology after
World War II combined the corporate backing of the ra-
dio industry with the visual and storytelling techniques
of motion pictures. Televisions brought live-action visual
images and sound directly into the family living room for
the first time and disrupted the use and role of newspa-
pers and radio in family life. Television, which stressed
popular entertainment, celebrity, and sports more than
news and public affairs, significantly changed how fam-
ilies spent their time at home, what they devoted their

Elvis Presley (1935-1977) did not invent rock 'n’ roll

music, but he represents the 1950s emergence of
the mass entertainment media culture aimed at
American youth. This media phenomenon
found permanent acceptance after
the arrival of the Beatles in 1964.
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Civil War photojournalist Mathew
Brady snapped this photograph
shortly after the Confederate sur-
render at Appomattox. General
Robert E. Lee is seated, flanked
by his son, Major General George
Washington Curtis Lee, (left) and
Colonel Walter Taylor (right).

The computer and new digital
technologies have had the most re-
cent disruptive impact on our cul-
ture and almost all other media.
While the computer stands as a
medium in its own right and supple-
ments the work of older media (word
processing, publication design, au-
dio recording and editing, video pro-
duction, etc), and facilitates new me-
dia such as (the internet, blogs, and
social networks), its capacity to con-
verge all media onto a single digital
platform is what has produced the
most dramatic and disruptive chang-
es in media. Initially, the older media
simply sought to use the computer to
enhance the efficiency of their tradi-
tional ways of working. However, the
computer and its increasingly small
and portable digital devices are
making access to all media virtually
seamless and independent of the old

time and attention to, and how they interacted with one
another. Even in the so-called “Golden Age” of television
(the 1950s), the artistic and cultural quality of televi-
sion programming was widely criticized. Former Federal
Communication Commissioner Newt Minow once called
television “a vast wasteland.” For about 40 years (late
1940s to late 1980s), television dominated the media
in terms of audience and revenues, but after the rise of
personal computers in the late 1980s, network television
viewership began declining. However, Americans are still
watching televised “programs” at record numbers, but the
content is more specialized (as on YouTube) and more in-
dividualized through cable television, cell phones, video-
streaming, and satellite TV. This is sometimes described
as “narrowcasting” instead of “broadcasting.”

media’s spatial limitations.

Advances in digital imaging in
photography and film-making, especially with films like
Star Wars, Toy Story, Titanic, and Avatar, changed the
process of capturing visual images (“taking pictures”)
to generating images (“designing original images” that
may look “life-like” or “realistic” but don't exist outside
the medium). Digital media made the difference be-
tween an “original” and a “copy” impossible to discern.
“Bootlegged” (unauthorized) copies of music and movies
have become a multimillion dollar global problem for
the major recording studios and film producers.

Today, most newspapers’ online editions (and ar-
chives) and search engines can find news reports on
millions of stories from thousands of papers around the
world in seconds. New books, magazines, and journals
can be read instantly on Kindle, an electronic reader for
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books, etc. The texts of entire libraries (7 million books
and counting) are immediately and fully accessible
through Google Books. Streaming video (YouTube,
Netflix, etc.) provides more on-demand television shows,
independently produced video, sports, entertainment,
and movies than broadcast and cable television com-
bined. And each year more and more people prefer
to shop online for bargains than to waste time looking
for specific items that aren’t stocked in crowded malls.
Computers are not just another medium; they have the
capacity to integrate all the older media into a single sys-
tem of production, delivery, and feedback.

“Old media”—hard-copy newspapers, magazines,
and recordings—are struggling today for subscribers
and buyers. Traditional television networks are losing
viewers (ratings) and advertising revenues. The new digi-
tal media have fundamentally disrupted the old media’s
ways of doing business. The new media have also un-
dermined the mass media’s cultural dominance because
individuals are restricted to the choices others make for
them. The old media’s “gate-keepers” once decided what
news and entertainment they would give to their audi-
ences. Now “audiences” are empowered to seek out, cre-
ate or publish whatever interests them personally. The
new media have given users far more choices and points
of access to news, information, and entertainment un-
hindered by old media systems and monopolies.

Christians who wish to think biblically about media
or to prepare for vocations in media must first realize how
much our perspective on media has been influenced by
two competing concepts of communication: a transmis-
sion view and a ritual view. According to media scholar
James W. Carey, the transmission view grew out of the
telegraph’s technical genius to split communication from
transportation. Before the telegraph, all communication
required some kind of personal, physical contact between
speakers and listeners, writers, and readers. Postal work-
ers still have to hand-deliver letters. But telegraphy elimi-
nated the personal contact and gave primacy to the trans-
mission of disembodied data. This inspired an electrical
model (later referred to as the mathematical theory) of
communication that reduced communication to a linear,
non-physical transmission of information between a
sender and a receiver through some medium.

Television, which stressed popular entertain-
ment, celebrity, and sports more than news

and public affairs, significantly changed how
families spent their time at home.

By contrast, the ritual view of communication, ac-
cording to Carey, is “directed not toward the extension of
messages in space but toward the maintenance of soci-
ety in time; not the act of imparting information but the
representation of shared beliefs.” A ritual view does not
exclude the transmission of information, but recognizes
communication to be much more than transmission. It
recovers the common root and ancient bonds between
“communion,” “community,” and “communication.” The
sacrament of baptism, for example, doesn't just convey
information; it changes a person’s identity and bonds
them to their new family in Christ. The exchange of wed-
ding vows doesn’t just exchange information; it literally
transforms the two people who make them from a single
man and a single woman into a husband and wife, a new
legally constituted family which previously did not exist.
Likewise, news reading and film watching and text mes-
saging are less about sending or gaining information
than they are rituals or dramatic acts that shape our lives,
define our character, form our communities, and express
our cultural identities in God’s
world.

When a transmission
view of communication
dominates the public
imagination, however, as it
has over the past cen-
tury, then questions and
concerns about media use,
content, and effects are
largely technical ones—
or technocentric. For
example, the Constitution’s
First Amendment was
originally intended
to protect
freedom of
commu-
nica-
tion
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from government encroachment. But the Federal Radio
Act of 1927 placed broadcasting directly under govern-
ment authority, based on a technological argument that
the air waves were a limited resource (like the finite num-
ber of printing presses?). With so few radio stations able
to broadcast at one time, the government assumed power
to license and regulate them. When Congress later insti-
tuted the Fairness Doctrine, requiring every broadcaster
to carry “competing points of view,” it was the supposed
technical limits of the electronic media that justified
making new content demands of stations and restricting
their freedom “of speech and of the press.”

When communication is understood as a linear,
transmission process of sender-message-receiver, then
the effects of a message on receivers naturally raise con-
cerns. The transmission view has thus fueled significant
public attention and consumed millions of tax dollars on
research into supposedly dangerous “media effects.” The
Payne Fund Studies (1929 to 1932) was the first major re-
search project to examine how movies affected children.
Researchers found, not surprisingly, that movies had a

negative effect on children’s learning,
attitudes, emo-
tions, and be-
havior. This

study inspired along line
of research looking for
the effects of propaganda,
movies, television violence,
pornography, and video
games. The “discovery” of
powerful direct media ef-
fects (generating theories with
names like the “Magic Bullet
Theory” and “Hypodermic
Needle Theory”) said more about
the researcher's assumptions
about the power of media and the pas-
sivity of media audiences, than it did about
how people actually use media. The first

major break from the transmission view and supposedly
powerful effects of media was Paul Lazarsfeld’s 1944
presidential election study. Lazarsfeld discovered that
media do influence voters, but their influence is neither
direct nor powerful. Rather, a few influential people like
parents, pastors, teachers, and community leaders (he
called them “opinion leaders”) pay very close attention
to the media and the news. The vast majority of voters
do not. Instead, they depend on the knowledge and judg-
ment of their respected opinion leaders. Thus, any effects
the media have are indirect and filtered through opin-
ion leaders and their personal networks of family and
friends. In other words, the transmission view proved
far too simplistic to explain the complex ways people
communicate, learn, judge, and act. The media are far
less powerful or important than the earlier research sug-
gested. Communication involves much more than the
transmission view would lead one to believe.

Nevertheless, Christians have good reasons to distrust
the media. The media’s secular bias and anti-Christian
disposition are legendary, of course, especially on current
hot button issues like homosexuality, abortion, immigra-
tion, and terrorism. High profile journalism scandals, such
as former CBS News anchor Dan Rather’s blatant use
of forged documents in a 60 Minutes hit piece against
President Bush just before the 2004 national election,
have eroded the mainstream media’s credibility among
Christians. Television has been subject to withering criti-
cism in such books as Neil Postman’s Amusing Ourselves
to Death. But the problem is not the media or television
per se, and the solution is not reading more or becom-
ing orators. The problem is that antithesis between belief
and unbelief is often misplaced between people and our
things. Rather, the antithesis cuts across all of us and our
things. Media can be used for both blessing and cursing.
Postman rightly criticizes television programming for triv-
ializing culture, but he wrongly downplays how the con-
tent of millions of books, newspapers, and magazines over
hundreds of years has also corrupted culture and morals.
At the same time, media are vital to our Christian callings
as church members and citizens. Without the media, we
cannot know our neighbors as we should or act respon-
sibly in our communities as we ought. The media are part
of the fabric of our communities and the common culture
between believers and unbelievers.

Without a wider ritual view of communication as
more than technologies for transmission, we cannot ap-
preciate the infinite depth and breadth of “the Word”
described in John 1:1-3:
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“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God. He was
in the beginning with God. All things were made
through Him, and without Him was not anything
made that was made.”

The Word is the beginning and foundation of all com-
munication. According to Scripture, words never merely
convey ideas through some medium, whether spoken,
written, printed, or conveyed electronically. Rather, words
provide a deeply communal and personal foundation for
our shared social experiences. And they can be divinely
personal. In the beginning, God spoke interpersonally

within the Triune godhead (“Let Us
make...”) before He created the

While
the
death of
the daily
newspaper
may be a prema-
ture declaration,
the emergence of the
World Wide Web and
the resulting “new media”
has revolutionized the way
people receive and process news
and information. Newspapers have
struggled to adjust to this new journal-
istic landscape, with many publications
either going out of business completely
or teetering on the brink of bankruptcy.
“Old media” traditional journalists have
been forced to adopt “new media” strategies
(particularly blogging) in order to survive.

universe. He spoke creation into being by His words
(“Let there be .. ."). The apostle John describes Jesus as
the Word who was in the beginning and was the creative
word through whom all things were made. This close
connection between the divine Word and the spoken
word is further clarified when the apostle Paul explains
that all created things, including our words, reflect the
divine attributes of the Creator Word (Rom. 1:19-20).
How that can be is a great mystery, but from a biblical
perspective, words are never just impersonal bearers
of meaning or ideas. Communication is never just the
transmission of data between senders and receivers.
Communication media are never just neutral technolo-
gies for sharing information. From the beginning, the
Word and His words have told a far greater story about
the nature, importance, and media of communication. In
the twilight of the mass media (newspapers, radio, televi-
sion) and the dawn of convergent personal digital media
(cell phones, the internet), media have never been more
religiously rooted and an inseparable part of our com-
mon culture. To correct our vision of the media,
we need to recover our biblical categories. Put
another way, when we pick up the morning
paper, watch the nightly news, or surf the
web, we need to understand the media

like Trinitarians.
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The Bible is a medium of communication between
God and man. It is full of divinely inspired news. The
Scriptures contain both the Good News of life in Christ
and the breaking news of God’s sovereign rule and judg-
ment over everyday life. The range of biblical news sto-
ries is impressive: Of creation, fall, and redemption; of
life, death, and resurrection; of self-sacrificial love and
unspeakable evil; of faithfulness and betrayal; of pas-
sionate tenderness and demonic cruelty; of helpless
babes and powerful empires; of simple joys and heart-
breaking sorrows; of sufferings and everlasting glories.

The triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, gave
us more stories filled with beautiful poetry and song
and informative history and news than with systemati-
cally crafted doctrinal formularies and creeds. The Word
gives us more reports of bloodshed and brutality than
with sweet sentimentalism and cute woolly lambs. The
triune God of Scripture never shies away from reporting
public sins, exposing injustice, or guiding us into all truth
in a compelling, captivating way.

If we are to understand our newspapers, televisions,
magazines, and the web, then we need to see them through
eyes of faith in the triune character of the Living Word.

Whenever we read a newspaper, listen to the radio,
or watch television, we should remember that
God the Father, the first person of the Trinity,
is sovereign, omniscient, and omnipres-
ent. He rules over all things and has fore-
ordained whatsoever comes to pass (Eph.
1:3-14). As Jesus taught us in His exemplary
prayer (Matt. 6:5-15), God, our holy Father,
possesses everlasting authority, power, and
glory, and rules sovereignly over the earth
from His heavenly throne, graciously provid-
ing for our daily needs and forgiving our daily

sins—if we only ask.
No news story or media event, however shock-
ing or troubling, should ever shake our confidence
in our Father’s sovereign rule over His creatures and
human history. The Father has already written the story
of redemption, and He has told us how it ends—with to-
tal victory and redemption in Christ—and nothing can
change or undo His divine plan. Reading the news as
if He doesn't rule is a wavering faith or unbelief. He is
sovereign—end of story. Trusting in the Father’s sover-
eign rule over history also means that there really are no
“golden ages” that have gone missing between the Garden

and the Last Day. That's especially true in media history.
Ideologues of the left and right often hearken back to
some imaginary period when journalism was suppos-
edly more truthful, more accurate, more ethical, or more
credible. But the media couldn’t be naively trusted in the
seventeenth century any more than they can be trusted in
our own. Sin distorts all news and storytelling in a fallen
world, and without spiritual discernment and indepen-
dent confirmation of their truth claims from several
trustworthy sources, daily news reports should always
be received with a high degree of caution. Internet-based
news and information are no more reliable, because the
web is so easily manipulated by propagandists, false ac-
cusers, and old-fashioned gossips. Few experienced and
knowledgeable editors ever screen the reports that find
their way onto blogs and internet posts. Trusting in the
sovereignty of God the Father also means we should
never let the news drive our eschatology. Reading and in-
terpreting the Bible through the lens of the daily news is
end times madness and hermeneutical folly.

God the Son, the second person of the Trinity, is
truth incarnate. Modernists claim that truth is discov-
ered through impersonal, objective (“scientific”) study
and research. Postmodernists, on the other hand, claim
that truth is relative, subjective, and person-variable.
But Jesus, the incarnate Son of God, said, “I am the way
and the truth and the life” (John 14:6). From a biblical
perspective, truth is always personal and incarnational.
Truth is never just a set of “objective” propositions in the
Modernist sense, or a “subjective,” socially constructed re-
ality in the Postmodernist sense. “Objective truth” doesn’t
exist in the Modernist sense because impersonal objec-
tivity is a godless myth. And “subjective truth” (“What's
true to me may not be true for you.”) in a Postmodernist
sense is equally misguided. Truth is personal and em-
bodied in Jesus himself. That is why He, the Truth, is such
a stumbling block in today’s objective versus subjective
media-truth debates.

The media have long struggled with the issue of truth
because news reporting, as a formal vocation, emerged
largely within the Modernist paradigm that had its begin-
nings as early as the seventeenth century. The Modernist
assumption that guided Milton’s view in his Areopagitica
was that (propositional) truth, whenever confronted by
falsehood or distortion, would always rise objectively,
independently to the top and expose the fallacies of its
rivals. Truth, Milton argued, always wins in a free and
open encounter with falsehood. Adam would disagree.
But Milton conceived of truth as an impersonal, autono-
mous force loose in the world. A free press was necessary,
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he thought, so citizens could collect truth-fragments, sort
them out, and act on them by (autonomous) Reason. The
American founding fathers enshrined the free speech
and free press of Milton’s “marketplace of ideas”
in the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.
The media thus were immediately thrust into
being the fourth branch of government (the so-
called “Fourth Estate”) and the principal purvey-
ors of news and information deemed essential to
our democratic system.

The great flaw behind this system, however,
was that autonomous facts and unbiased reason
don't exist in God’s world. In fact, objectivism is a
modern Christian heresy. Objectivism claims that
brute, uninterpreted facts are discoverable inde-
pendent of God. But scientists and reporters are
not God, nor do they have a “neutral,” objective
“God’s eye” view of creation, despite their claims
to the contrary. As Cornelius Van Til has argued,
“There are no brute facts.” No matter how hard
Modernists try, no matter how many third-person
truth claims they utter, they contaminate every-
thing they say and write by their experience, their
research, their data, and their worldviews. They
remain prisoners of their own bodies, brains,
upbringing, language, assumptions, values, and sinful
nature. To claim a superior, autonomous vantage point
from which to declare “objective” judgments about the
world around them is sheer hubris. As Jesus taught us,
truth is not objective, it is personal. The truth cannot be
reduced to mere propositions or scientific pronounce-
ments because the person of Christ, the incarnate Truth,
cannot be reduced to that.

The impossibility of objectivity in the media doesn’t
mean, however, that news and entertainment are there-
fore reduced to purely subjective experiences, mere per-
sonal opinions or taste preferences. Subjectivism, the evil
twin of objectivism, is a postmodern heresy. Subjectivity
rightly rejects the myth of objectivity, but replaces it
with an equally bankrupt relativity. The high priests of
multiculturalism cry out for “tolerance” because (they
say with a straight face) “what’s true for you may not be
true for others.” While uttered with all the earnestness
of an absolutist, such self-contradiction is enough to
drive one back to objectivism. But as Christians, it must
drive us back to the person of Christ, who is the embodi-
ment of truth. As finite creatures, we can know truth only

The new digital media have fundamentally
disrupted the old media’s ways of doing
business. This device combines three of
the old media in one cabinet: television, e J
record player, and radio.
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partial}}lf, through a dark glass. But we can know truly
becau/se we can, by faith and the guidance of the Holy
Spirit, know the Truth incarnate.

The implications of this for to-
day’s journalism and the media are
profound. Because of human sinful-
ness, even among the most careful
and responsible Christian media
professionals, the media will always
be susceptible to distortion and in-
accuracies. Media must be handled
with wisdom and a wary eye, know-
ing the frailty of our frame. But the
media can also be viewed with con-
siderable confidence, because truth
is knowable and it is not different for
every person. By God’s grace and our
due diligence, we can know things
truly and act wisely, if we trust in
God the Son, the personal, incarnate
Truth—and not in objectivism or
subjectivism.

Finally, we have no reason to despair
when confronted with the enormous responsibility we
have to discern between true and false, credible and
untrustworthy news reports or media content that
enter our lives daily. Handling that task in our own
strength and wisdom is impossible. Which is why, in
part, the Holy Spirit was sent at Pentecost. As Jesus
promised, “When He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He
will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13). The
Spirit does not make us omniscient, but He does
guide us toward the truth, leading us toward spiri-
tual discernment in all spheres and encouraging
us to trust in Christ alone in every aspect of our
daily lives. Jesus explained the role of the Spirit in
this process in the Gospel of John:

“The Helper, the Holy Spirit whom the
Father will send in My name, He will
teach you all things, and bring to your re-

membrance all that I said to you. Peace

I leave with you; My peace I give to you;
not as the world gives, do I give it to you.
Let not your heart be troubled, nor let it
be fearful.”

—John 14:26-27

Can the media deceive or corrupt us? Of course. The
Spirit does not guarantee highways without potholes,
skin without blemishes, or news without bias. But if we
are faithful, then we can rest in peace knowing the Spirit
will aid us in sorting out the wheat from the chaff in the
media. We won't always get it right, because the sinful
world is still a messy place, but the Spirit will ensure that
we don't get the big picture wrong at the Last Day. And
along the way, God the Spirit will also show us how to
humbly discern the spirits and the media of our day.

The Spirit also doesn’t guarantee that Christian me-
dia workers will always do their work consistently within
a biblical framework, or that they’ll automatically do a
better job than non-Christians. But only Christians can
account for the sinful world as it really is, can report
true, accurate, fair, and trustworthy stories about our
fallen world without skepticism or hypocrisy, and have
a reason for doing so consistent with their worldview.
Reporters who are not believers can report truth, but they
only do this as they borrow from a Christian worldview.
And from beginning to end, God the Spirit will be guiding
us into all truth. The Holy Spirit guarantees it.

Whenever we read the paper or watch television or
surf the Internet—or if we decide to major in communi-
cation—we should have this Trinitarian confidence: God
the Father is sovereign and holds the nations and all the
media in his hand; God the Son is the personal, incarnate
Truth and the standard by which all things including the
news, information and entertainment are measured; and
God the Spirit guides us daily through the bewildering
maze of competing truth claims and media lies about
the state of affairs in God’s world. Our trust is in the tri-
une God, maker and redeemer of heaven and earth. It is
not in journalistic objectivity or cultural conservatism or
liberal tolerance or amazing new media technologies or
anything else under the sun. We should do our home-
work in discerning the spirits and media of the day. All
we know and all that we are is all of grace. And because
we know the living Word, the Good News, and our triune
God knows the end of the story, we should never fear or
be unsettled by the media, no matter how muddled or
misleading it may be.

—Roy Atwood
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Music

Music is such an obvious element of life that we may
take its existence for granted. It's not that we don’t think
about music; perhaps it's that we think about it too
much—but in the wrong ways. We treat music as a com-
modity, a means of fitting in with peers, a ve-
hicle for “worship,” cultural enrichment,
filler noise in the car, a way to pump
up a pep rally or a workout or to set
amood. While all of these exam-
ples may have appropriate
uses, the fact remains that
we seldom think about
music as music.
Rarely do we con-
sider music as a
key that unlocks
the mystery and
order of the cre-
ated universe or
as a revelation of
God’s nature and
character.

This
idea
of an inter-
connected
and structured
universe finds
its
root in the creative
order of an Almighty
God who made the
heavens and the earth.
For thousands of years,
this was the dominant
idea and foundation of
intellectual and theologi-
cal thought. Since God
created an orderly world, mankind in his work
and calling sought to bring order to his sphere
of influence. This is the creation mandate of
Genesis 1:28 in its fullest—taking dominion
over the earth and bringing order. In the arts,
that included taking dominion over color, lan-
guage, movement, and, with regard to music,
taking dominion over sound and time.

The Music of the Spheres was an idea
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developed by Pythagoras, Plato, Augustine, Boethius,
Ptolemy, Copernicus, Kepler and countless other phi-
losophers and theologians. Simply put, the created cos-
mos sings. As Martin Luther put it, “You will find that
from the beginning of the world (music) has been in-
stilled and implanted in all creatures, individually and
collectively. For nothing is without sound or harmony
... music is a gift and largesse of God, not a human gift.
Praise through word and music is a sermon in sound.”
This same idea is present in the Psalms in such pas-
sages as, “The pastures of the wilderness overflow, the
hills gird themselves with joy, the meadows clothe them-
selves with flocks, the valleys deck themselves with grain,

The ancient idea of the Music of the Spheres
resurfaced in pop culture in 2008 on the British
science fiction television series Doctor Who when
the main character premiers a symphony, “Ode to
the Universe,” based on an aural interpretation of
gravity in the universe. The spheres can be seen in
this representation of Ptolemy’s cosmos.

they shout and sing together for joy” (Ps. 65:12-13). In
Job 38:7, God speaks to Job and says, where were you
“when the morning stars sang together and all the sons
of God shouted for joy?” C.S. Lewis picked up on this idea
in the scene of creation in The Magician’s Nephew as
Aslan sings the world into being. Likewise, JRR. Tolkien
introduced this concept in his creation narrative from
The Silmarillion:

Then the voices of the Ainur, like unto harps and
lutes, and pipes and trumpets, and viols and or-
gans, and like unto countless choirs singing with
words, began to fashion the theme of Iluvatar to
a great music; and a sound arose of endless in-
terchanging melodies woven in harmony that
passed beyond hearing into the depths and into
the heights, and the places of the dwelling of
Ilavatar were filled to overflowing, and the
music and the echo of the music went out
into the void, and it was not void.

Pythagoras first recognized that the
musical sounds that were most beau-
tiful together were represented
by the simplest numerical ratios.
Mathematically and acoustically
speaking, an octave results from
a ratio of 2:1, the interval of the
fifth from a ratio of 3:2, and the
interval of the fourth from a ra-
tio of 4:3. These ratios manifest
themselves in the relationship of
one note to another, thus estab-
lishing the structure and groups of
notes (scales) from which to derive
melodies and harmony. For example,
pluck a violin string and listen to the
note. Then press the string down in the
exact center and pluck it again. The sec
ond note will be exactly an octave highe
because the string is half its original leng
or rather, in a ratio of 2:1. The relationships
sounds are represented in the different tones (
the ratios they represent) between large and small b
different size pipes on an organ, the length of tubes
a windchime. In fact, comparing the differing lengthg'of
pipe of a windchime will reveal the pitch relationship Be-
tween the notes that the chimes produce.

These intervals and relationships of the octave, fifgh
and fourth are the foundation and building block
all of Western Tonal music; furthermore, these i
vals consist of the mathematically significant mo
dyad, triad, and tetrad. These same numbers and ra
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are operative in the form and structure of art and ar- “Arithmetic directs the mind towards immutable
chitecture. Concerning this concept, Joseph Ratzinger, truths unaffected by the contingencies of time and
now Pope Benedict XVI, wrote, “For the Pythagoreans, space. But music advances even further towards
this mathematical order of the universe (‘cosmos’ means that ‘summit of perfection’ for which the quadrivi-
‘order’!) was identical with the essence of beauty itself. um is a prerequisite. The theory of music is a pen-
Beauty comes from meaningful inner order. And for etration of the very heart of Providence’s ordering
them this beauty was not only optical but also musical. of things. It is not a matter of cheerful entertain-
... The beauty of music depends on its conformity to the ment or superficial consolation for sad moods, but
rhythmic and harmonic laws of the universe. The more a central clue to the interpretation of the hidden
that human music adapts itself to the musical laws of harmony of God and nature in which the only dis-
the universe, the more beautiful it cordant element is evil in the heart of man.”

will be.”?
Henry Chadwick sum-
marizes  Boethius’s
thoughts on mu-
sic as part of the
Quadrivium in
the  seven
liberal arts

by saying:

For centuries, the focus of astronomy remained the dis-
covery of these simple ratios in the movement and rela-
tionships of the heavenly bodies. And the intent of mu-
sicians consisted in writing and playing music in such
manner as to unlock and reflect the order of the cosmos.
As the apocryphal, but helpful, Wisdom of Solomon
asserts, “Thou hast ordered all things in measure and
number and weight.” Therefore, the study of harmony
sought to comprehend and reveal this created order as a
reflection of the Creator. Music was serious business.
Consequently, philosophers such as Plato and
Aristotle wrote about the moral component of music and
harmony. As a reflection of various aspects of the created
order, different types of music were thought to elicit cor-
responding responses in the listeners. Some music was
fit to develop warriors and encourage cultural stability
while other types of music caused effeminacy or lazi-
ness. While this idea seems to give music too much
power and credence, ironically we often use music in
(e 408 % just this way—instilling patriotism to the sound of a
7, march, manipulating sports crowds, lulling a baby to
sleep, creating an emotional response in worship.

In Scripture, the verb “to sing” occurs almost 350
times. Mere words are not enough when man encoun-
ters the goodness and beauty of Almighty God. From
the singing on the shore of the Red Sea declaring God’s
deliverance from the hand of Pharaoh, to the recapitu-
lation of the Song of Moses in Revelation, God’s people
throughout and beyond time sing, “Great and amazing
are your deeds,/ O Lord God the Almighty! / Just and

true are your ways, / O King of the nations!” (Rev.
15:3 ESV). The Bible also includes work songs, love
songs, songs of mourning and lamentation, songs of
praise, music for processions, coronations, and rally-
ing troops—in essence, all of the same types of uses

r:'v“
i

In his Institutes of the Christian Religion,
John Calvin shows great respect for
Pope Gregory the Great, “whom you
may with justice call the last Bishop

of Rome” (Institutes, IV.17.49).
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of music that we employ today.

The singing of Psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs
constituted a regular element of the early church. Much of
this singing derived from the music practices of the syna-
gogues that was itself derived from the worship of King
David and the music of Solomon’s Temple. Thus chant-
ing—the singing of prose, as opposed to metrical poetry—
was a regular vehicle for music in the life of the church.

Chanting encourages clarity of enunciation, projec-
tion of the voice,and emphasis on important texts through
varied pitch or extended syllables. Multiple types of chant
developed in various regions and ecclesiastical traditions
such as Byzantine, Ambrosian, Sarum, Gallican, Celtic,
and Visogothic. Ambrose of Milan (c. 340-397) utilized
the singing of Psalms and wrote various hymns to teach
his congregation theological truths against the heresies
of his day. It is this singing that Augustine refers to in his
Confessions as music that moved his heart and emotions.

Pope Gregory the Great (c. 540-604) is credited with
regularizing the various chants in his day, organizing the
liturgy of the church, and creating the Schola Cantorum
to train and equip singers who came to Rome from all
over Europe. His work remained normative in the church
for the next 1,000 years.

The thousands of chants that are extant have specific
liturgical uses—especially within the context of the wor-
ship service. The parts of the mass such as the Kyrie, Gloria,
Credo, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei are all texts from Scripture
or derived from Scripture. In addition, the other parts of
the service which change according to the time of year,

“Master of the notes.” Josquin des Prez was influen-
tial among composers and was careful to write music
that accurately reflected the lyrics.

are mostly Psalm settings such as the Introitus, Gradualis,
Tractus, and Offertorium. While seemingly from the distant
past, these musical works formed a core of biblical texts
sung weekly and even daily. The Benedictine Order sang
through the entire Psalter every week. Not just Catholics
but also some Protestants—especially Lutherans—would
continue to chant the liturgy.

It was not until around the year 1025 that a monk
in Arrezo named Guido developed a systematic method
of writing the pitches of notes and their relations. This
system enabled music to be more easily transmitted and
was based on the mnemonic device of the syllables Ut, Re,
Mi, Fa, Sol, La. Before Guido d’Arrezo’s innovation, music
was conveyed orally with a system of arrows and devices
to remind the singer of the already-learned melody. The
ability to write notes and share them across the miles en-
abled music to spread much more quickly. However, it
would take another two hundred years before a system
of notating rhythm was developed. Music up to this point
was dependent on lyrics to maintain the rhythmic foun-
dation of any vocal or instrumental ensemble.

French composer and church musician, Leonin (c.
1135-1201) and his student Perotin (1180-c.1238) suc-
cessfully notated the singing of two or more musical
lines at the same time, creating the beginnings of writ-
ten harmony. This was known as the Notre Dame School.
This new art of writing for parts quickly led to the Ars
Nova movement with such composers as Guillaume
de Machaut (c. 1300-1377) and Guillaume Dufay (c.
1400-1474) adding increasingly sophisticated musical
lines exploring new realms of sonic color. Machaut and
Dufay also presented music for church services that were
related and unified musically.

The Renaissance in the North encouraged the devel-
opment of Netherlands composers Johannes Ockeghem
(c. 1420-1497), with church music embodying vastness
and mystery, and Jacob Obrecht (c. 1452-1505), who ex-
plored and created new musical techniques.

Josquin des Prez (c. 1440-1521) is commonly rec-
ognized as one of the greatest composers who ever
lived. Known as the “Father of Musicians,” Josquin was
described by Martin Luther as “the master of the notes.
They must do as he wills; as for the other composers, they
have to do as the notes will.” He wrote numerous compo-
sitions that were published, and he thus exercised great
influence over European music as other composers stud-
ied his work. He took great care in writing music that ac-
curately reflected the text of the lyrics.

German Reformation composers included such mu-
sicians as Johann Walter (1496-1570), Hans Leo Hassler
(1564-1612), Michael Praetorius (c. 1571-1621), and
Johann Hermann Schein (1586-1630). Reformation
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composers outside of Germany included Loys Bourgeois
(c. 1510-1561), Claude Goudimel (c. 1505-1572), and
J.P. Sweelinck (1562-1621). These various composers
wrote masses, chorales, Psalm settings, and organ and
choir music.

Composers of the Counter Reformation wrote soar-
ing works of complex counterpoint for multiple choirs
as well as simple, straightforward music for services.
Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (1525/26-1594) and
Orlando di Lasso (1532-1594) represent a continental
view of music with some of the most glorious polyphonic
(multi-voice) music ever written. Thomas Tallis (c. 1505-
1585) and his student William Byrd (1543-1623) were
English composers of the same period crafting music
that is still used and accessible to this day.

One of the most important German composers of the
Baroque period was Heinrich Schiitz (1585-1672). Schiitz
successfully transformed the musical and liturgical ideas
of Martin Luther into a workable form that then became
the basis on which Johann Sebastian Bach later devel-
oped his own contributions to the Lutheran liturgy.

The Baroque Period (1600-1750) covers a shift
to more instrumental music as well as music that em-
ploys rhetorical and dramatic devices. This is the time
of the rise of opera, church cantatas, and oratorios—
drama set to music with characters singing various roles.
Significant composers in this period include Claudio
Monteverdi (1567-1643), Dieterich Buxtehude (1637-
1707), Archangelo Correlli (1653-1713), Henry Purcell
(1659-1695), Antonio Vivaldi (1678-1767), Georg
Frideric Handel (1685-1759), and the incomparable J.S.
Bach (1685-1750).

The Classical Period (1730-1820) saw greater move-
ment away from the church and thus the incorporating
of Enlightenment ideals in music. The development of
forms, structures, and simpler harmonic
palates are prevalent during this
period. Composers include
Franz Joseph Haydn
(1732-1809), Johannes
Chrysostomus
Wolfgangus
Theophilus
Mozart
(1756-1791),
and Ludwig
van Beethoven
(1770-1827).

The Romantic Period (1815-1910) stressed individ-
ual emotion over form. Thus composers and performers
concentrated on personal self-expression that could be
indulgent at times and overwrought. These composers
include composers such as Beethoven, Franz Schubert
(1797-1828), Robert Schumann (1810-1856), and
Peter Tchaikovsky (1840-1893). The Romantic period

Contemporary Estonian composer Arvo Part once
mused about tintinnabulation, the musical style he
developed, “The complex and many-faceted only con-
fuses me, and | must search for unity. What is it, this
one thing, and how do | find my way to it? Traces of
this perfect thing appear in many guises—and every-
thing that is unimportant falls away. Tintinnabulation
is like this. . . . The three notes of a triad are like
bells. And that is why | call it tintinnabulation.”
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eventually collapsed under the harmonic and perfor-
mance excesses of Richard Wagner (1813-1883) and
Gustav Mahler (1860-1911). Two exceptions in this
period include Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) and
Johannes Brahms (1833-1897), who balanced emotion
and intellect in music that relies on form and expres-
sion based on the foundation of Bach.

The twentieth century witnessed neo-classical and
neo-romantic revivals, nationalist music, as well as the
exploration of music that undermines the very fabric of
what music actually is. These composers include Igor
Stravinsky (1882-1971), Richard Strauss (1864-1949),
Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958), Aaron Copland
(1900-1990), Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951), and
John Cage (1912-1992).

Recent artists exploring their Christian faith
through their compositions include Henryk Gorecki (b.
1933), Arvo Pért (b. 1935), John Tavener (b. 1944), and
James MacMillan (b. 1959).

As with most disciplines, music includes not only
history and appreciation as discussed above, but also
grammar and theory, and practice. For instance, lan-
guage arts consist of learning letters and words, read-
ing and grammar, history and literature, and writing
and speaking. The musical arts include learning notes
and relations, reading and singing/playing, and his-
tory and musical literature. In addition, the preceding
timeline essentially followed the line of development of
art music. Other variations could have included veering
off during the Baroque period and charting the paral-
lel creation and advancement of church hymnody and
Psalm-singing or the creation of popular music forms
starting in the nineteenth century. Some of these ideas
will be discussed in subsequent sections.

In order to understand music as a key that unlocks
the mystery and order of the created universe and as a
revelation of God’s nature and character, we must be-
gin to look at music differently. To begin that process,
we need to move beyond our own time and cultural
prejudices, put music in a larger historic, philosophi-
cal, theological, and aesthetic context, and actively
participate in music from the inside out. Knowledge
must match our emotional engagement. As Stratford
Caldecott succinctly summarizes these issues in Beauty
for Truth’s Sake, “In modern times we have neglected
the poetic or musical dimension that was presupposed
in the Liberal Arts as originally practiced, and infused
into the Middle Ages by the Benedictines—the need to
educate the heart and the imagination, not just to feel
but to know.”

We are so often surrounded by music that it becomes
very easy to hear music without actually listening. From
the mall to the grocery store, the gas station to the sports
arena, at receptions or in our cars, music has become
an ubiquitous aural wallpaper. With the advent of the
Walkman, now perfected in the iPod and other mp3
players, individuals can take their music with them wher-
ever they go—music of their own choice, music just for
them.

This reality is so pervasive that it becomes difficult
to envision how it could be any other way. Or even more
importantly, why it should be any other way. The fact is,
our view of music—its purpose and practice—would be
unrecognizable to the intent and purpose of music as ar-
ticulated in the ancient world, early church, and through-
out the medieval period until the time of Bach.

Music has become an individual listening choice in-
stead of a communal event. As such, it is far more likely
for people to listen to music instead of participating in
making music. Sadly, this also happens in some churches
where the congregation is worshiped at by a group of per-
formers instead of being led in worship together.

Many of these changes took place in the period of
history known as the Enlightenment. The mystery of the
universe was replaced by an autonomous rationalism
that had little place for religion or God’s created order.
Look at the following quotes as an indication of this shift:

Music is “a gift of God, to be used only in His honor.”
—Andreas Werckmeister, German Baroque
Organist, 1691

“Music is an innocent luxury, unnecessary, in-

deed, to our existence, but a great improvement

and gratification of the sense of hearing.”
—Charles Burney, Music Historian, 1776

This contrast is at the heart of the change that the
Enlightenment wrought in all of life and evidenced in the
area of music. As society sought to throw off authority
in favor of the individual, seek after naturalism instead
of what was perceived to be formality, and embrace
secularism, composers desired to do the same. The result
included the untethering of music from the ideal cos-
mic order and seeking after the “natural” and pleasing
sounds that audiences demanded.

Ironically, itis thismusic born from the Enlightenment
that most people today consider to be “classical music,”
and the works composed during this time are the most
frequently played in concerts. Thus, this music is known
as the common practice period in European art music.

The common practice period of music consists of a
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cherry picked list of music from around 1700-1910—a
mere 10% of the time period since the birth of Christ.
This music has several common attributes or trends:
instrumental bias (instead of vocal), secular concert aes-
thetics (rather than liturgical music), and emphasis on
a melody line supported by harmonic accompaniment.
These are all developments of the Enlightenment mind-
set that changed the very basis, purpose, practice, and
foundation of art music.

In the earlier centuries, the differences between folk,
liturgical, and art music were marginal and had more to

do with intent and purpose rather than style or qual- g 4 2

ity. This factor also changed during the common
practice period in which the various strains of
musical development greatly diverged into
separate streams. One stream that devel-
oped was the area of pop music that did

not even exist until the later part of the
nineteenth century. It took an emerg-
ing mass media and a consumerist
mindset to create what was to be-
come pop music.

With the advent of popular
music, a new business mental-
ity entered into the realm of mu- ¥
sic—recording, selling, distribut- |
ing, marketing, selling print music,
downloads, celebrity, trendsetting.
In 1957, Richard Hamilton, the
English visual pop artist, created
a list defining the characteris-
tics of Pop art: “Popular (designed
for a mass audience); Transient
(short-term  solution); Expendable
(easily forgotten); Low Cost; Mass
Produced; Young (aimed at youth);
Witty; Sexy; Gimmicky; Glamorous;
Big Business.” Think about the
songs that appear on the radio, that
everyone downloads and is talking
about, that win Grammys but then
no one remembers in six months.

Music has become ubiquitous,
like aural wallpaper. One tech-
nology that furthered this trend,
patented in 1917 and most
widely popular in the 1940s
through the 1960s, was the juke
box. Today, portable music play-
ers like the iPod have tended to
make listening to music more indi-
vidualized but no less pervasive.

The business of music is to create an appetite for what is
perpetually new. This is obviously far removed from the
intent and purpose of the ancients and medievals with
their concern for reflecting the created cosmic order.

This list of pop attributes also raises several interesting
questions regarding the suitability of such music for con-
veying eternal, substantial, and permanent truth by means
of a vehicle designed to be transient and expendable. This
question is even more salient concerning music for corpo-
rate worship.




124 VOCATIO

Part of this difficulty comes in the shift from under-
standing music as music and the tendency to treat music
as just a vehicle for text. Even when Christians seek to
evaluate music they more often critique the form and
content of the lyrics and not the form and content of the
music nor how the lyrics and music fit together. Even the
idea that music has content that can be evaluated and
judged seems foreign. This lack of clarity leads to mu-
sic that may be truthful lyrically but that has no sense
of beauty, goodness, or truth in its very arrangement of
notes. This is one of the tragedies of modern worship
music.

Another difficulty that arose in all the spheres of mu-
sic is the attraction of music that elicits purely emotional
responses or primal physicality. This is music in its bas-
est form that provides easy, quick, but cheap satisfaction.
There are some genres of pop music whose sole purpose
is to feed anger or indulge teenage angst or sentimental-
ity. Submitting oneself to this type of manipulation is not
healthy—physically, emotionally, or spiritually.

The best music is that which engages both the intel-
lect and the emotions, but if someone is unable to ap-
preciate or understand the inner workings of music, the
emotional response takes over. This error is just as preva-
lent in thinking that Tchaikovsky was one of the greatest
composers as it is in letting the rhythm and melodic hook
of a pop song seduce $0.99 out of your pocket. People
without a true musical understanding tend to gravitate
towards music that affects them only emotionally.

The lack of music education (also a casualty of the
Enlightenment) leaves people ill equipped to exercise dis-
cernment in the area of music. There are musicians who
make their living writing and playing in the music indus-
try who cannot even read music. Because God created us
with a natural desire for music, people have an appetite
for music, but they so often listen without understanding.
Thus, they are drawn towards what they subjectively like.
Or in the case of music appreciation, they listen to music
that other people say is good—the common practice pe-
riod. This fulfills the secular humanist agenda of treating
music as extracurricular or enrichment.

Seeking self-satisfaction in any area of life is always
the basis of heresy. When music listening succumbs to
solely satisfying personal desires and that becomes the
norm, the quality and selection of music will necessarily
be limited, stilted, and slanted. A subjective view of music
and its purposes strays ever farther from the created in-
tent, depths, and profundity of this glorious gift from God.

As a shepherd and as king, David redeemed the time he was

given, composing a large portion of the Psalms.

Christian Response

Immanuel Kant viewed music as an
inferior pastime—an enjoyment rather
than an art. Hegel wrote that music has
little to do with the intellect, which is
why musical talent “declares itself as
a rule in very early youth when the
head is still empty.” How do we
restore music to its proper
context and approach
it from a biblical
perspective? ,

The first step
lies in the recov-
ery of music as
a representation
of God’s created
order reflected in
the cosmos with
objective criteria
of beauty and
with moral rami-
fications. This
restoration  of
the  purpose
and aspect of
music tran-
scends any
discussion
of style or
genre and
begins
the pro-
cess of !
think-
ing ]
differ-
ently,
that
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is biblically, about what music is and what it
does.

Strictly speaking, music is sound
organized in time. This defini-
tion implies several important
distinctions:

 music is an activity of
sub-creation that requires
intent;

* music is not random
or chaotic;

« the organization of music com-
plies with inherent principles of
created order;

* music structures time;

« music develops over time with
a beginning and an end;

 music moves through time to a place
of completion;

 music constantly refers to itself in the
past, present, and future

« music, therefore, is a way of adorning time.

Exploring, cultivating, and adhering to the principles of
created order echoes the beauty and majesty of God’s
creation. As the crown of creation, we resonate with those
things that most clearly reflect God’s beauty and order.
CS. Lewis makes use of this concept in one of the final
scenes in his space trilogy. In That Hideous Strength one
of the characters is being inducted to the inner circle of
chaos by being subjected to a room in which decora-
tions and structures are not quite right—not square, not
symmetrical, not ordered. However, even though he
has rejected those things that are beautiful, good, and
true, he cannot help himself from trying to organize
and apply order to the chaos surrounding him in
this room. It is this sense that chaos must submit to
order and that order is infinitely preferable which
stabilizes his mind and convinces him of gospel
truth.

Part of our difficulties as children of the
Enlightenment is that we are unable to
recognize what constitutes appropriate
order in music let alone how that re-

flects the created cosmos.
One step towards gain-
ing this understand-
ing will be aided

by the restoration of music as a co-equal among the
other disciplines of education, as it is in the classical
liberal arts. The connecting points between music and
mathematics, geometry, astronomy, rhetoric, acoustics,
engineering, aesthetics, philosophy, theology, liturgics,
history, physics, metallurgy, cosmology, symbolism,
wood-working, moral philosophy, biblical studies, and
others argues easily for a full integration of music in any
curriculum. In addition, the application of the quadrivi-
um gives the concept of mandatory study of music and
harmonics an impressive pedigree which stretches back
thousands of years.

The object of music education should be manifold.
Much as CS. Lewis insisted that we should read books
from outside of our time period, we too should listen to
music outside of our own era. In this case, that injunction
applies to both current popular music as well as art mu-
sic beyond the common practice period. Not only does
this notion challenge presuppositions about what music
is and its purpose, it also establishes a better understand-
ing of our own place in the history of music. God has
worked throughout time; to be ignorant of where ideas,
movements, and practices come from and where they are
going is to ignore the great cloud of witnesses that He has
provided for our edification and sanctification.

Lack of musical history means a lack of a founda-
tion for understanding and judging music and discern-
ing what is truly worthwhile and excellent. Essential in
this endeavor is the ability to read music. During the time
of the Reformation, the church actively encouraged the
people to learn to read in order that they might read the
Scriptures for themselves. Likewise, the church also pur-
sued musical literacy so that the people of God would
be able to worship and sing with knowledge and skill.
Without some sort of practical background in reading
music and understanding its most basic elements, truly
appreciating music as music will always be a bit of a
mystery. This is because what understanding does ex-
ist will more likely be due to associations and emotional
connections and not due to what is admirable about the
music itself.

In addition, part of understanding music is to recog-
nize its purpose and intent. The aesthetic components
of music for worship are necessarily different than the
aesthetics of music (and performance) for a concert hall,
coffee house, arena, or recital. That is to say, the purpose
of the music is not the same and that should be reflected
not only in the inherent qualities of the music but also
in how it is conveyed and presented. How a piano player
leads a congregation in corporate worship is unlike how
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the same player should present a piano recital or accom-
pany avocalist, or play in a band. This is true of an organ-
ist, choir, guitarist, percussionist, trumpeter, etc.

This lack of clarity between different aesthetic pur-
poses causes a great deal of confusion. For example, some
people have a problem with drums in worship and others
openly accept their use, but both sides generally hold their
positions for the wrong reason. The problem that many
have with drums in worship should not be the fact of hav-
ing percussion as a part of worship (see Psalm 150). The
problem should be the way in which percussion (or a gui-
tar or piano) is most often played in worship is analogous
to modern pop sensibilities instead of the particular needs
of corporate worship. The two purposes are diverse, but if
we lack the discernment to know the difference, we risk
unintended results in the life of the church.

One way that the church has failed to lead in recent
centuries is in the area of providing venues and opportu-
nities for a variety of music within the life of the congre-
gation. The church should encourage the development
and participation of congregants in various musical
endeavors while knowing the proper sphere and place
for those concerts, coffee houses, and campfire tunes.
Because we lack those kinds of opportunities for shared
musical life, churches and congregations are far too ac-
cepting of music in corporate worship that violates a
worship aesthetic. Because we don't have campfires and
coffee houses, we bring campfire and coffee house mu-
sic into Lord’s Day worship. This is true of not only some
contemporary music or settings of hymn texts but also
some “classical” music that should be left in the concert
hall.

We have established the need to listen to music
beyond our own time, but how should listening occur?
Listening should be active, intentional, shared, and
temperate.

Firstly, music listening should have active elements
and notalways be a passive activity. Active listening takes
concentration and attention, but it is that consideration
that opens the intent and significance of a work of music.
When possible, look at the printed music as well as lis-
tening to it. See what the composer or songwriter has in
mind, how they relate musical ideas over time, how me-
lodic elements are developed. There is a place for back-
ground listening, but it should be after one has mentally
engaged with a work first; otherwise, passive listening to
unknown music opens your subconscious and emotions
while bypassing your mind.

Secondly, listening should be intentional with regard

to what, when, where, how, and why. What music com-
prises the list for listening, and why is it chosen? What
are the physical conditions of where listening occurs? Is
it a place where concentration is possible and distrac-
tions are kept to a minimum? Can you listen to the en-
tirety of the work uninterrupted? Is there time for prepa-
ration and reflection before listening?

Thirdly, while listening can be an individual activity,
it is also profitable to share it with others so that you can
talk about what you heard. Likewise, different areas of
expertise can be shared for the mutual benefit of all.

Fourthly, listening to music should be a temperate
activity. In other words, practice quiet. In this noise-filled
sensory-overload world in which we live, a true cessation
of noise is extremely rare: Seek this out. Listening to quiet
is just as important to understanding music as listening
to notes.

Try fasting from music in your car or when you
study. Even though most of the noise is subconsciously
heard, the brain still processes what the ears absorb. For
instance, one of the best ways to reduce the fatigue as-
sociated with airplane travel is to wear noise reduction
headphones or earplugs. The actual noise of the jet en-
gines causes mental and physical weariness. The whirr
of the refrigerator, computers, fluorescent lights (pitched
at B-flat), heat and air, washing machines, dishwashers,
clocks and fans provide additional background noise for
the radio, TV, and video games and other layered noise.

Constant sound wears us out, but because it is so
prevalent, some folks are actually afraid of quiet and
seek it as a distraction. They are afraid of their thoughts
and dealing with substantive issues, afraid of dealing
with sin, fearful of losing the distracting covering of
noise. Seek out and find rest and solace in quiet. “But I
have calmed and quieted my soul” (Ps. 131:2 ESV).

Music orders the mind and its thoughts in a unique
way, and this is especially true when one is participating
in making music—seeing and hearing it from the inside
out. There is no substitute for this experience. Music
helps participants to grasp spatial relations, to improve
reading and cognitive functions including increased vo-
cabulary, to improve skills in math.

And it is fun.

Encourage one another to pursue studying instru-
ments or voice. Organize opportunities to play together
just for fun. The benefits of exercise are not dependent
upon playing competitively; the benefits of playing music
are not dependent on performance.

In addition, learn how to read the language of music.
Not only does that serve a practical function in regard to
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playing and singing, it also el-
evates the ability of God's people
to sing in corporate worship—to
sing and play skillfully (Ps. 33).

Order is inherent in music;
by necessity music could not exist
without it. Because music works best
when it adheres to God’s created order
of number, ratio, and harmonia, the study
of music reveals these aspects of creation and
charts the path of what constitutes true beauty.
In addition, since God’s people are called to sing
His praises, the study of music enables
this praise to be done skillfully and
with discernment. The church is in
need of musical theologians and theo-
logical musicians for the glory and hon-
or of Christ and His Kingdom. Music
is a nexus point between mathematics,
number, ratios, architecture, cosmology,
physics, etc. The same underlying funda-
mental ideas that make music beautiful
also make archways majestic, triangles balanced,
and airplanes fly. The continued study of music, whether
for professional reasons or personal development, offers
a unique incarnational application of a variety of disci-
plines in a manner that engages the brain like no other.
The church desperately needs bright young men and
women like you to pour themselves into the study of mu-
sic both as children and as young adults in college and
graduate school. Your efforts and the music that you play
or compose could be the catalyst for a needed deepening
of the worship of God’s people in our day.

Music surrounds us and is an interwoven and nec-
essary part of our lives. And for this reason, we should
be consciously aware of it and intentional with regard to
how we receive and use it. We ought not to check beau-
ty, truth, and goodness at the door when we flip on an
iPod—consciously or unconsciously. Because music is
such an effective and powerful tool, Christians need to
exercise care and discernment in what, how, and when
they listen to music.

However, most Christians are ill equipped to do so
because of lack of knowledge and because we allow our
subjective natures full reign in our listening choices. Just
as we train our hearts in righteousness to understand
God’s truth, it is equally necessary to train our minds in
aesthetic principles and biblical standards. With regard
to music that includes knowing the difference between
ecclesiastical and concert aesthetics, understanding

Sing to the Lord with the harp,

With the harp and the sound of a psalm,
With trumpets and the sound of a horn;
Shout joyfully before the Lord, the King.
Psalm 98:5, 6

music as music and not just as a vehicle for text, learning
to read and participate in music making, and directed ac-
tive listening of music outside of our time period.

The best music withstands scrutiny and study because
successive opportunities to listen to it reveal greater lay-
ers and depths of understanding. As American composer
Aaron Copland wrote, “Music which always says the same
thing to you will necessarily soon become dull music, but
music whose meaning is slightly different with each hear-
ing has a greater chance of remaining alive.... And if itis a
great work of art, don't expect it to mean exactly the same
thing to you each time you return to it.”>

Music as a reflection of the created cosmos seems
like such a foreign and quaint idea. But listen to how
Shakespeare explores this idea in The Merchant of Venice:
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How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon this bank!
Here will we sit, and let the sounds of music
Creep in our ears. Soft stillness and the night
Become the touches of sweet harmony ...

Look, how the floor of Heaven

Is thick inlaid with patines of bright gold;
There’s not the smallest orb which thou behold’st
But in his motion like an angel sings ...

Such harmony is in immortal souls;

But, whilst this muddy vesture of decay

Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it.

The man that hath no music in himself,

Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds
Is fit for treasons, strategems, and spoils.

The motion of his spirit are dull as night

And his affections dark as Erebus.

Let no such man be trusted. Mark the music.

Jeremy Begbie puts it well when he writes, “For all that we
might smile benignly at in the mathematical clumsiness
and rhetorical hyperbole of the classical philosopher of
music or in the intellectual abstractions and tetchy fussi-
ness of the medieval theorist, is there not something in
the notion of being ‘cradled’ in God’s created harmonia
that is worth recovering?”

The conscious sense of God’s created harmonia is
indeed worth recovering, and to do so requires study,
active listening, and submission to music that is good
for us—not just what we like. When we do so, we will
discover that amusement will be replaced by beauty,
truth, and goodness, and a whole new vista and under-
standing will open before us to explore the wisdom of
God’s creation. As James Gaines writes, “A world with-
out a sense of the transcendent and mysterious, a uni-
verse ultimately discoverable by reason alone, can only
be a barren place; and ... the music sounding forth from
such a world might be very pretty, but it can never be
beautiful.””

—Gregory Wilbur
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NATURAL SCIENCES

When laypeople define science they often think of it
in ways that are highly distorted, stereotyped, or -
cloaked in mystery. These impressions of science g
bear little resemblance to the actual discipline.
Hollywood portrayals have sometimes tried to
change that image by having cool, sexy, heroic
people “doing science” in an action-packed drama
where their quick, brilliant, scientific minds and
muscular athletic skills save the world (or a large
subset of it) from certain doom. It may be good
PR, but it doesn’t inform the watching public about
what science is, any more than Dr. Honeydew did on
the Muppet Show. What is science, you ask?

It's what scientists do.

_t. So what's a
, H scientist?
.

Contrary to Hollywood’s por-

trayal, are they insipid, pale-

“ . faced people with nerdy

white lab coats? Do their

personalities ~ match

their appearance? Do

3 they have big, boring,

.‘ objective minds that can't

. " relate to normal people

‘: 5 and know way too much

) about things of which nor-

mal people know nothing?

If you answered yes to all

the above, we've got
work to do.
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Seriously, what is science? There are a number of
good definitions taken from Merriam-Webster Online:

1) the state of knowing: knowledge as distin-
guished from ignorance or misunderstanding.

Using this broad definition, any topic one can know stuff
about can be considered a science. Another definition is:

2) a department of systematized knowledge as
an object of study (the science of theology); some-
thing (as a sport or technique) that may be stud-
ied or learned like systematized knowledge.

As in, “Aunt Betty has cross-stitch down to a science.We
usually use this definition when talking about someone
who could teach a class on it, be it cross-stitch or skate-
boarding. But when we are talking about science “prop-
er,” the following definition captures it:

3) knowledge or a system of knowledge covering
general truths or the operation of general laws
especially as obtained and tested through scien-
tific method (emphasis mine); such knowledge or

such a system of knowledge concerned with the
physical world and its phenomena.

In other words, science is not just what is known about
the physical world; it is a method or a process by which
people discover knowledge of the natural world.

Of course, to get a better understanding of science,
one must learn the scientific method. But before I dis-
cuss the problems that have arisen between “science”
and the Christian faith (and the solutions), I want to
give an overview of how science (as we know it) came to
be. It is very important to note that science didn’t come
to us modern folk in the form of a textbook dropped
from heaven. There was a lot of trial and error. There
has been much philosophy and history (good and bad)
that has shaped and molded what we call science over
the course of several millennia. The great men who
forged the scientific method would probably flunk a
quiz asking for a list of steps in the scientific method
such as the one below.

» Aska question about some phenomenon.
+ Gather information based on the question.
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« Develop a hypothesis and make predictions based on
the hypothesis.

» Test hypothesis (experimentation).

« Repeat tests.

 Tentatively accept or reject hypothesis.

+ Report results (publish).

They probably wouldn’t have been able to rattle off
a tidy definition of science either. It wasn’t pre-packaged
and shrink-wrapped for them. These men were desper-
ately curious about the natural world. They wanted to
know what the universe was made of, why it was here,
how it came to be, and how it behaved. They also had cer-
tain preconceived notions (sometimes wrong; sometimes
right) that shaped their knowledge and how they went
about getting that knowledge. In other words, their phi-
losophy either helped or hindered their search for truth
about the natural world.

The first two of those mentioned below are biblical
figures who studied nature, but since we don’t know the
nature or content of their observations (unfortunately, we
have no written record of their biological observations),
I will leave it at that.

The first, of course, is Adam. He was given the com-
mand to name all the animals (Gen. 2:19). Since a com-
plete language was granted to Adam, he was able to give
the animals meaningful names. Since man naturally
systematizes that which he studies and names, it is rea-
sonable to surmise that the names he gave the animals
reflected, at some level, a classification of sorts. This is
conjecture, but he was extremely intelligent, and I'm as-
suming that the names he gave reflected the degrees of
similarities and differences that he observed.

Because the Lord had granted Solomon great wis-
dom, he was accomplished in many fields. One area
that is often overlooked is Natural History. First Kings
4:29-34 describes the scope of his wisdom. Interestingly,
his knowledge of plants and animals is considered an in-
tegral part of Solomon’s wisdom. In the last two verses of
this passage it says, “He described plant life, from the ce-
dar of Lebanon to the hyssop that grows out of walls. He
also taught about animals and birds, reptiles and fish. Men
of all nations came to listen to Solomon’s wisdom, sent by

all the kings of the world, who had heard of his wisdom.”
Again, we don't know if there is any written record of

Solomon’s natural histories. A few creatures are
mentioned in the Proverbs, but it is generally in the con-
text of some virtuous behavior that is worth imitating. We
would all love to get our hands on them if these writings
existed anywhere.

The first philosophers often wrote on a multitude of
topics, and for Aristotle, biology was one. His extensive
writings on animals were included in Mortimer Adler's
Great Books Series (named Biological Treatises). At the
time of Aristotle, the sciences were in their infancy and
were strictly observational. Both Plato and Aristotle held
that one could ascertain the nature of life through care-
ful observation and intuition of a rational observer. To us,
doing experiments to see if what we surmise about na-
ture is actually so, was foreign to the minds of these early
philosophers. The idea of actually doing an experiment
seemed unnecessary to them, given their philosophy of
nature. Nevertheless, Aristotle was an astute observer of
the natural world. When a sharp mind and careful obser-
vation were enough to ascertain the truth of the matter,
Aristotle did quite well. Although he didn’t get everything
correct, many of his biological observations were dead-on.
Unfortunately, many living (physiological) processes (such
as the circulation of blood through the heart) cannot be
determined through careful observation of dead animals.
It wasn’t until experiments were conducted on live animals
(vivisection) that the truth about certain internal bodily
functions was unveiled.

Aristotle was able to deduce a lot about life, but it
wasn’t until the advent of experiments that any big strides
could be made in biology and medicine. Galen was a
Roman physician of Greek heritage who was thoroughly
trained in ancient philosophy and medicine. He was an
accomplished anatomist and was way ahead of his time.
This was because he anchored his claims more on direct
and careful observation than theoretical speculations. He
was known for his brutal written denunciations of people
that held any medical views that were founded on theory
rather than confirmed, careful observation. His confron-
tational manner did not win him many friends among his
colleagues, but he was thoroughly trusted by the Roman
emperor, Marcus Aurelius, and was royal physician to
him and his heir, Commodus. He was aware that medi-
cal knowledge would not advance much more apart from
experimental work. He performed experiments on live
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animals, demonstrating that the brain controls muscular
movement through peripheral nerves, and also figured
out the basic plumbing of the urinary, reproductive, and
digestion systems through careful dissection and simple
experiments. He was truly a pioneer in experimental work,
which is notable since it was not at all commonplace in his
day. Despite his efforts, he never did figure out how blood
circulates throughout the body. No one did until almost
1,500 years later. For all his intellect and keen observation,
he was still held captive to the doctrine of humors

(the belief that health, illness, and even
personality were due to a balance or
imbalance of four humors found in
the body: blood, black bile, yellow
bile, and phlegm), which errone-
ous belief held sway in medi- ,/
cal philosophy and practice
from Hippocrates (400 BC)up *
through the nineteenth century.
Some vestiges of it even slopped
over into the twentieth century.

Underlying
Philosophies
that Shaped
Scientific Inquiry
The Judeo-Christian world-
view provided the correct soil
to cultivate a truly scientific
tradition. However, certain
Greek philosophical tradi-
tions, because of their pre-
eminence throughout the
known world, trickled in and
influenced the way believ-
ing scientists viewed nature
and affected how their science
was done. For centuries, the phi-
losophy of Aristotle shaped the way
many believing scientists did science.
This philosophy is broadly referred to as
Aristotelianism. The general assumption
was that matter and living creatures were
formed according to a teleological goal or pur-
pose that was organically linked to matter and all
living creatures (the Form was in the matter).
Another contemporary competing
philosophy was neo-Platonism. This phi-
losophy maintained that metaphysical

entities indwelt matter or living creatures. These mystical
entities mysteriously guided the behavior of inanimate
matter or the development of life which reflected the
Heavenly Platonic Form present elsewhere. These two
philosophies were often contemporaries and jockeyed
for pre-eminence and guided much research through
much of scientific history.

However, another competing philosophy arose that
sought to explain natural phenomena completely in terms
of natural cause and effect. It is called

Mechanistic philosophy. It shunned
the assumption that metaphysical or
spiritual entities or Forms some-
8. how resided in and guided na-
ture. It was skeptical of anything

untestable by observation and

experimentation. It sought to

explain nature strictly through

what can be perceived by the
senses. The universe was as-
sumed to be a vast complicated
machine that was understand-

able the same way a clock is un-
derstandable. If one knows all the
parts of a clock, how all its parts
are pieced together, and what each
part does, one should be able to figure
out how the clock works. By the same
token, a scientist in the mechanistic
tradition assumes that he can
figure out how stars or
cells work in much the
same way, by gaining
knowledge of all the

" constituent parts and
how they interact with
each other. Keep in

i mind that it does not

necessarily assume an

atheistic premise. Many

early mechanists (or scien-

tists leaning that way) were
devout Christian theists. They felt
that since the universe was like
a giant watch, it strongly implied
a master Watchmaker. In fact, a
number of pioneer scientists in this
tradition used this very reasoning to
argue for the existence of God,

Galen of Pergamum
(A.D. . 129-217)
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the master Watchmaker. Contemporary secular science
has sought to rid itself completely of the Watchmaker.
This occurred as Mechanistic philosophy was slowly re-
placed by Naturalism, which attempts to explain all of
nature (including first causes) using only natural causes.
There are major problems with this thinking, but we will
get to that later.

After Galen, medical breakthroughs were virtually
nonexistent until an English physician named William
Harvey (1578-1657) took it up where Galen left off.
Both Galen and Harvey reasoned and worked within an
Aristotelian philosophy. This fact is often overlooked.
Many historians attempt to portray Harvey as one who
was overthrowing Aristotelian philosophy and replacing
it with mechanist philosophy. This is not so, if you read
what he wrote. He made great advances in medical sci-
ence because he was immensely curious, not because he
became a mechanist. He greatly respected his predeces-
sors like Hippocrates and Galen, but he wasn't satisfied
with the current understanding of how the body worked.
He wanted to add and expand on their work.

Again, through careful observation and live animal
experimentation, Harvey was able to figure out the cycli-
cal nature of the flow of blood through the body. Galen
did not believe the flow of blood was cyclical. Rather, he
concluded that the liver was the source of venous blood
and that the heart was the source of arterial blood. Each
performed a separate function and the blood was some-
how consumed at their respective destinations by the tis-
sues. The belief that the blood was not cycled through the
body didn’t make sense to Harvey. Simple calculations
determined that the liver would have to make ludicrous
amounts (540 pounds every 48 hours) of blood each day
which was then consumed by the body. Through care-
ful observations and experiments, Harvey confirmed the
pulmonary circuit of blood (heart to lungs and back to the
heart) already published by Michael Servetus in 1553,
but he was the first to elucidate the systemic circuit (from
heart to the body and back to the heart). Even though
vivisection of animals answered certain questions about
blood flow, Harvey was able to infer from careful dis-
section, the direction of blood flow by the structure and
presence of valves in both the heart and veins. Also, when
he forced blood the wrong direction in a protruding vein,
the vessel would bulge at each valve, as blood was forced
against it. Through this simple experiment he was able to
deduce the direction of blood flow.

We often look back at the science of the Renaissance
through modern mechanist glasses. Why? Because
secular textbooks, when discussing the great scientific

pioneers, have removed any reference to their belief in
God. Consequently, it is easy to assume that great scien-
tific pioneers like Copernicus, Galileo, and Kepler were
thoroughgoing mechanists. Since mechanistic philoso-
phy is wrongly conflated with naturalism, we then can
wrongly assume they didn’t believe in God or had no use
for Him. This is just flat wrong.

Nicholaus Copernicus (1473-1543) was a brilliant
polymath and polyglot (he spoke four languages) with as-
tronomy being more of a hobby than a profession. He was
also a self-proclaimed neo-Platonist and is best known for
overthrowing the entrenched view of the Ptolemaic system
of the earth being the center of the universe (geocentric
universe) and replacing it with the view that the sun is the
center of the universe (heliocentric universe).

We moderns wrongly assume that his mind was free
of the prevailing philosophy and studied the simple astro-
nomical facts with an “objective, unbiased mechanistic
mindset.” Not so (and by the way, a mechanistic mindset is
just as biased as any other mindset). The actual facts that
he could compile to overthrow the geocentric understand-
ing of the universe were surprisingly slim. What made
him so revolutionary was that he had different starting
assumptions. The Aristotelian view of the universe (called
the Ptolemaic system) axiomatically assumed that the
earth was the fixed center. Being a neo-Platonist, it was
much more proper to assume that the sun was the cen-
ter of the planetary system, not the earth. He did not have
a whole mess of new astronomical data to overthrow the
established view. The one thing Heliocentrism had over
Geocentricism, was that it could be more simply and el-
egantly described mathematically. Nevertheless, the helio-
centric hypothesis was still in its infancy and needed to be
tweaked and expanded by his successors.

Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) was also a German
polymath and astronomer who followed in Copernicus’s
footsteps. He was also a practicing Lutheran and
didn't see his faith interfering with his scientific work.
He, too, was a neo-Platonist and was convinced that
Copernicus was in the right. But he wasn't going to leave
Heliocentrism untested and undeveloped. He wanted to
expand and fine-tune the Copernican view. He initially
assumed circular orbits, but he was scrupulously exact-
ing and his “circular orbit” assumption wasn't fitting the
actual data very well, so he started to assume ovoid orbits.
Through much laborious mathematical work using Mars
as a case study, he compared its assumed ovoid orbit with
actual observational data. Unfortunately, that didn't fit
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the data either. Finally, after settling on an elliptical orbit,
the data fit nicely. After ending what he called “my war
with Mars,” he then figured out the orbits of the rest of
the planets, which followed the same elliptical pattern,
with the sun at the center.

Again we see that great scientists always have starting
assumptions (right or wrong). Many of these great scien-
tists were also devout men of faith. A good scientist, even
if he starts with an erroneous assumption or premise,
does not allow it to blind him from contradictory evidence.
Either he modifies his assumptions or discards them if they
don't fit the facts. If scientists rule out certain assumptions
from the start, particularly correct assumptions, they will
find it impossible to arrive at a particular truth. Being able
to change faulty assumptions allows scientists to get a new
look at the data. In some cases, new assumptions explain
the data much better, and problems or incongruities (be-
tween the data and the previous assumptions) are com-
pletely resolved. For example, when Kepler switched his
assumptions from ovoid to elliptical orbits, it resolved all
his mathematical discrepancies. If he had stubbornly held
to circular or ovoid orbits, he would never have been able
to resolve the discrepancies and would never have arrived
at the truth.

Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) was an Italian astrono-
mer and a contemporary of Kepler. Like so many other
scientists back then, he was a polymath and therefore
was learned in many fields. He was a philosopher,
mathematician, astronomer, and physicist. He is often
credited as being a father of modern science, particu-
larly in astronomy and physics. His improvements to
the telescope enabled him to make much better obser-
vations of the heavenly bodies, which added support to
Copernicus's Heliocentrism. Being Italian and believ-
ing in Heliocentrism soon got him into hot water with
the Roman Church, since the church held a Ptolemaic
(geocentric) view of the universe (earth is the center).
Heliocentrism was a “hard sell” at that time because of
the church’s strong literal interpretation and teaching
on several passages of Scripture, such as Psalm 93:1b:
“Surely the world is established, so that it cannot be
moved.”

Because of the church’s authority to lock you up
for thinking and teaching “wrong” doctrines, few

Kepler, as a good scientist, did not allow his
assumptions to blind him from contradictory evi-
dence. His willingness to alter his assumptions
allowed him to resolve discrepancies and arrive at
the truth about planetary orbits.

astronomers publicly accepted the Heliocentric theory.
Galileo, however, had some guts and publicly espoused
the Heliocentric view in 1610. Due to immediate pres-
sure from the church, he eventually backed down from
this view in 1616. Nevertheless, he couldn’t keep his
views bottled up forever, so he published his views in a
work called the Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World
Systems (1632). Some of the content greatly offended the
pope, so Galileo was brought before the Inquisition and
was forced to recant. He was placed under house arrest
until his death.

Keep in mind that most if not all of these great archi-
tects and pioneers of modern science were God-fearing
and Bible-believing Christians of some stripe. Their high
view of Scripture posed no problem in interpreting astro-
nomical data in light of scripture. They interpreted scrip-
tures like Psalm 93 figuratively according to its poetic
genre; not because it seemed to contradict the data. They
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also were influenced by their philo-
sophical baggage that caused them
to retain erroneous opinions despite
good evidence to the contrary. For
example, Galileo rejected the correct
elliptical planetary orbits that Kepler
demonstrated, simply because his
neo-Platonism biased him toward
circular orbits. Nevertheless, their
overt belief that God was the Creator
of the universe did not detract from
their ability to do excellent science.

Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1727)
was yet another English genius who
excelled in many scientific and math-
ematical disciplines. This included
physics, mathematics, astronomy,
alchemy, and theology. To name his
most notable accomplishment, he is
credited with writing Principia, which
is one of the most influential books in
the history of science. Included in it
are the three Laws of Motion and the
Law of Universal Gravitation. Along
with Gottfried Leibniz, he developed
differential and integral calculus. He
also did a lot of work in optics and
invented the reflecting telescope. He
was one of the most influential men
in the history of science. The British
Royal Society was recently polled,
and it was found that they felt Newton
has made a greater impact on both
mankind and the history of science
than Albert Einstein.

Although his theology of the Trinity would have been
considered unorthodox (both then and now), he spent more
time studying the Scriptures than he devoted to science. As
was true withmany other great men in the sciences, Newton'’s
deeply religious beliefs did not quench or hinder him from
making great scientific discoveries. Modern secular science
curricula give the impression that most scientific discover-
ies were and are made by rational, educated men who did
not allow their religious beliefs to influence their science. It
can easily be inferred by those receiving this teaching that
religious beliefs arise out of ignorant and superstitious peo-
ple trying to make sense of the world. Look at what these
geniuses did scientifically, and then look at their religious
views. You will find that this notion has no validity at all in
the history of science.

Galileo espoused the Heliocentric view and was famously brought
before the Inquisition and placed under house arrest until his death.

JohnRay(1627-1705)was a naturalistand acclaimed
as the father of English natural history. He published sev-
eral works on plants, including Historia Plantarum. Ray
was more of a botanist, but since he took copious notes
on the natural history of many living things, animals ap-
pear in other works. He also wrote on natural theology,
including The Wisdom of God Manifested in the Works of
the Creation (1691). Natural Theology was an early form
of Christian apologetics that sought to declare the glory
of God through the wonders of creation. Previous to his
work, creatures were studied more according to rational-
ism. This philosophy assumed that truth or knowledge
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Believing that all the myriad
life forms were specially
created by God,

Carl von Linné

is called the

p " father of

' modern

- taxonomy.

(including biological classification, anatomy, and physi-
ology) could be obtained by reasoning from preconceived
notions rather than through detailed observations of the
characteristics of a plant or animal using the physical
senses (scientific empiricism). Ray took the latter ap-
proach because he studied creatures based on careful ex-
amination of their physical characteristics (what a novel
idea). This move away from the rationalist approach was
a very big step toward modern taxonomy. He truly laid
the groundwork on which the father of modern taxono-
my, Carolus Linnaeus, built,.

Carl von Linné (1707-1778) was a Swedish professor
and naturalist who, through his desire to study creation
to the glory of God, started describing and naming both
plants and animals that he collected or were sent to him.
He expanded on John Ray’s work, following him in the
same tradition of scientific empiricism (studying and clas-
sifying according to the careful examination of each spec-
imen). His greatest work was Systema Naturae. The nam-
ing system he initially used, called the polynomial (many
names), was a Latin phrase attempting to describe the or-
ganism’s pertinent characteristics as concisely as possible.
He even Latinized his own name to Carolus Linnaeus. The
polynomial, though descriptive, was long, awkward, and
cumbersome. If you wanted to discuss the plant, catnip,
it was not very convenient to use the full blown name. For
example, “What do you think of this specimen of Nepeta
floribus interrupte spicatus pedunculatis that 1 found?”
Eventually polynomials were replaced with a manageable
shorthand name (the binomial) so communication was
much less laborious. Catnip was shortened to Nepeta ca-
taria, since cataria meant cat-associated. He also devised
different levels (taxa) of classification with which many of
us are familiar:

Kingdom
Phylum
Class
Order
Family
Genus
Species

The bold and italicized taxa listed above were added af-
ter Linnaeus. His reputation in natural history was stellar,
and he soon became internationally famous in intellectual
circles. It wasn't long before plant and animal specimens
came streaming to him from all over the known world. This
kept him exceedingly busy describing and classifying all
the stuff sent to him. In fact, he described the eastern box
turtle in 1758 (the very creature that I studied for my Ph.D.
research). Although he is credited in secular biology text-
books for being the father of modern taxonomy and one
of the fathers of modern ecology, it is curious that secular
textbooks don’t mention that he believed all the myriad life
forms were specially created by God. Since he was prior
to Darwin, believing such things was almost universal, but
it’s still a shame to overlook the fact. These textbooks also
neglect to mention that he did all his work to the glory of
God. Again, we see that this great pioneer in science had
prior philosophical and religious commitments that didn't
hinder him from making great strides in science.
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To say that Charles Darwin revolutionized
biology is an understatement. His theory of
evolution by natural selection maintains
that all life arose from one to a few life
forms in the distant past.

About thirty years after Linnaeus died, Charles
Darwin was born. To say that Charles Darwin (1809-
1882) revolutionized biology is an understatement. He
is well known as the man who brought us the theory
of evolution by means of natural selection. This theory
maintains that all life arose from one to a few life forms
in the distant prehistoric past.

Prior to Darwin most scientists believed in the bibli-
cal account of creation and the short time scale of earth
history. But there was a small minority of intellectuals

prior to Darwin who rejected a literal Genesis and began
interpreting physical data apart from scriptural authori-
ty. This was in large part due to the Enlightenment and its
exaltation of human reason over Scripture. James Hutton
(1726-1797) began thinking that geological history was
spread over deep time (millions of years) and came up
with the idea of Uniformitarianism. There will be more
on this idea later, but it can be summed up as “the pres-
ent is the key to the past.” In other words, any measurable
rate today is assumed to have occurred at the same rate
in the unobserved past. Charles Lyell succeeded Hutton
and expanded on and popularized Uniformitarianism
through the writing of Principles of Geology. The suc-
cess of this book made old-earth geology an increasingly
popular alternative to scriptural geology and eventually
replaced it.

Principles of Geology was very influential to Darwin.
He brought the book along on his famous voyage of the
HM.S Beagle. Darwin became a believer in deep time
prior to developing the theory of evolution. As he later
ruminated over his natural history writings compiled
during the five-year voyage as a naturalist on the Beagle,
he began to formulate and write down his ideas on evo-
lution. Principles of Geology gave him the vast amounts of
time he needed for evolution to work.

Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, Erasmus Darwin (Charles’s
own grandfather), and many other men all the way back
to the ancient philosophers conceived and pondered
evolutionary ideas. What sets Charles Darwin apart was
that he presented a purely naturalistic mechanism that
he believed could generate complex forms from simpler
forms apart from Divine creation or intervention. Prior
to Darwin, mechanistic scientists believed that physical
phenomena could be explained through careful analy-
sis of natural cause and effect rather than supernatu-
ral entities pushing matter around. This thinking didn’t
preclude the idea that the ultimate cause was truly su-
pernatural. Darwin’s theory was an attempt to explain
the complexity and diversity of life apart from the direct
handiwork of God. At first, he didn’t mind the idea of
God getting it all started, but the trend in his thinking was
to ultimately explain even the formation of the first liv-
ing cell through natural causes. Although he never em-
braced atheism, his evolutionary views on how life arose,
coupled with the death of his beloved daughter Annie,
caused him to doubt the existence of a loving, personal
God, and consequently he slowly walked away from the
Christian faith. His writings contributed to a philosophi-
cal shift in the sciences from Mechanistic Philosophy to
Naturalism. Ideas have consequences.

In the nineteenth century Darwin presumably
showed how the diversity of life arose from a few simple
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forms naturalistically without divine creation, purpose,
or guidance. Mechanistic Philosophy was being replaced
by Naturalism. Since that time Naturalism (similar to
Mechanistic Philosophy except that it excludes the su-
pernatural even regarding first causes of the physical
universe) has grown and dominated every realm of sci-
ence. Today, human reason is universally exalted over
the Word of God in the public sphere, and Naturalism, at
least in the sciences, is at its zenith.

Albert Einstein (1879-1955) is also a household
name that has become a label for anyone who appears to
be a brilliant, eccentric, science geek. Though he is wide-
ly known, few understand his scientific contributions.
Suffice it to say, he was a brilliant theoretical physicist
and is most known for his general and special theories
of relativity. He is also known for his fluctuation dissipa-
tion theorem, quantum theory of atomic motion in solids,
deflection of light by gravity, and several other theories.
He was firmly in the mechanistic tradition but didn't rule
out the existence of God. Rather, he believed in a deistic,
impersonal god who was revealed simply in the harmony
of the physical laws of nature. He did not think this god
was concerned with the affairs of men. His theories of
relativity maintained that some things that were previ-
ously thought to be constant, like time, could be affected
by gravity. Through no deliberate fault of Einstein, these
relativistic ideas in physics started to trickle into non-
physical concepts like morality and ethics. Consequently,
his theories of relativity contributed to the rise of moral
relativism in the twentieth century.

It is true that the twentieth century showed a clear
trend toward Naturalistic scientists making great discov-
eries. The golden age of great religious scientists seemed
to be over. This, I believe, was largely due to the increas-
ing acceptance of Naturalism in the post-Darwin world.
More and more scientists began to assume that reli-
gion (even if they granted the importance of religion in
the minds of the great scientific pioneers) is generally a
science-stopper or is, at best, unnecessary baggage that
slows down its progress.

An unlikely pair of relatively unknown scientists
committed to a naturalistic view of the universe made a
discovery that revolutionized biology in the mid-twentieth
century. James Watson, an American post-doctoral stu-
dent in his early twenties, came to Cambridge University
and met a British graduate student named Francis Crick,
who was in his mid-thirties. They both shared a belief
that the genetic material was DNA (many still thought

that protein was the genetic material). Not doing any ex-
perimental work, they were able to decipher the three-
dimensional structure of the DNA molecule (the double
helix) by gleaning pertinent data from Rosalind Franklin
and Maurice Wilkins’ research at King’s College London.
Crick knew a lot about X-ray crystallography, and Watson
was bright and determined. Their work mostly consisted
in thinking how the chemical components of DNA fit to-
gether, followed by trial and error tinkering with molecular
models. In 1953 they got it right. They, along with Maurice
Wilkins, were awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or
Medicine in 1962 (Rosalind Franklin died in 1958). Their
discovery shed great light on the fundamental basis for
heredity. Through many other subsequent discoveries that
built on theirs, science has come to understand the details
of information storage, expression, and transfer in living
cells.

Discovering the material basis for heredity seems like
a big triumph for Naturalism in the sciences. However,
it has simultaneously exposed a huge problem for
Naturalism. Prior to this, most thought that reality con-
sisted of matter and energy. Elucidating the nature of
the double helix unveiled a third fundamental entity
that secular science is now forced to explain naturalisti-
cally. It is called information. The existence of informa-
tion in life is no easy “pill to swallow” for Naturalism. We
will discuss this problem later in the section entitled, “A
Simple Cell is an Oxymoron.”

Historians and scientists love to systematize what
they study. Taxonomists derive satisfaction from catego-
rizing animals and plants. Historians enjoy pigeonholing
people into certain philosophical camps and worldviews.
To a certain extent, I have done this in this essay, but
keep in mind that many of these scientists defy tidy clas-
sification. They don’t neatly fall into certain camps. To a
greater or lesser extent, many had a mix of worldviews,
and even if you could interview them, they would still be
difficult to label. Nevertheless, whether a scientist had a
blend of ideas or was clearly in one philosophical camp
or another, it has always been true that every scientist
has preconceived ideas (starting assumptions or presup-
positions) that frame how they see the physical world
and how they frame questions and testable hypotheses.
There has never been an unbiased (lacking a worldview)
scientist. Good scientists, however, don't ignore or deny
data even if it seems difficult to fit into their worldview.
They may need to adjust, modify, or simply discard their
worldview or see if the data is able to be interpreted in
a different way, but they should never discard the data.



If their worldview is objectively true
and the data is true (ie, it was accu-
rately obtained—no fudging or hal-
lucinating), then there will always be
a way that the two will harmonize.

The first major problem that con-
tinues to face Christians today is the
apparent conflict between “science”
and “faith.” As we did a flyby survey
of some scientists and their philoso-
phies, I hope you saw a clear trend
towards a naturalistic worldview.

Today mechanistic philosophy
has been replaced by Naturalism,
which leaves no room for divine in-
tervention. It doesn’t just maintain
that the universe is like a complex
mechanical watch, which demands
a Divine watchmaker (Mechanistic
philosophy). Instead, God has been
removed completely out of the equa-
tion in matters dealing with matter.
This didn’t happen overnight. Over
the centuries, particularly during
the Enlightenment, the prevailing
philosophy of science progressively
became more and more mechanistic
and then naturalistic, though much
of it was mixed with elements of
Aristotelianism and Neo-Platonism.
Since Darwin, however, Materialism
or Naturalism has prevailed and
grown stronger and stronger, at least
in the sciences. Inexorably, it gradu-
ally began to push out any philoso-
phies that gave any credence to the
supernatural.

This has resulted in the redefin-
ing of science such that only natural-
istic explanations are considered for
any phenomena, and it artificially
rules out supernatural explanations
for all phenomena, including phe-
nomena that seem to require divine
explanations or causation. So if one
asks questions like, “What is the first
cause of life, or the solar system, or
the galaxies, or the universe?” scien-
tists trapped by modern naturalistic
prejudices can only consider natu-
ralistic explanations. If there is any
reference to any intelligent agent
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that is beyond the physical realm (i.e, God), it is ruled out
with disdain and considered highly unscientific because
it has religious implications. Naturalistic scientists think
that religion must be quarantined in its own separate
realm of values, ethics, and meaning. They may view
religion as useful to maintain ethical standards for the
“ignorant masses” but a contaminant to science. They see
Christianity and other religions as science-stoppers that
stifle scientific curiosity and rigor. Many even consider
all religion as superstitious nonsense. The current rheto-
ric is that science cannot allow faith to influence its in-
quiry. This is laughable when recalling the great pioneers
of science we discussed above. The current scientific
community has successfully banned Christianity from
speaking with authority about how the physical world
came to be.

This is a huge problem facing the Christian scientist.
Faith (at least the kind that is in conflict with current “sci-
ence”) is a belief in a supernatural being (God) who is the
ultimate cause of the universe and life. This definition
clearly is at loggerheads with the current definition of
science because you can't believe in only natural causes
and also believe in supernatural ones for the same phe-
nomena. One of them has got to be wrong, and therein
lies the problem.

The second major conflict between faith and science
facing Christians today is Uniformitarianism. Currently,
itis strongly linked to Naturalism and deals with measur-
able processes. It clearly attempts to explain phenomena
naturalistically, but it added certain conditions. As you
recall, this philosophy was formulated by James Hutton
and popularized by Charles Lyell. It was a clear depar-
ture from the Scriptures. If certain processes happen
slowly today, then we must assume that they have always
occurred at that same slow rate. This way of thinking
forced one to conclude that huge geologic formations
must have been slowly deposited and sculpted over eons
of time rather than through processes that could have
shaped the earth rapidly during the timeframe laid out in
Scripture. Not only did Uniformitarianism open the door
for Darwin’s theory of evolution, it established a non-bib-
lical and generous timeframe to compose a completely
naturalistic story of the earth and life.

During the Enlightenment, the Word of God was
gradually marginalized regarding historical matters and
was considered authoritative only when addressing spiri-
tual and moral issues (this began to dwindle too). Human
reason was increasingly exalted and was effectively cut

Crick once joked, “Christianity may be OK between
consenting adults in private but should not be
taught to young children.”

loose from scriptural truth. This allowed men of science
to consider alternatives to biblical earth and life history.
These philosophies, Naturalism and Uniformitarianism,
both of which are free from scriptural authority, began
undermining and eroding the trust people had in the
Bible’s authority. This erosion occurred at different rates
in different countries, but midway through the twenti-
eth century, the scientific and intellectual community
worldwide embraced a non-biblical earth history. After
that point it was very difficult to go against the prevailing
scientific consensus without looking ignorant, backward,
naive, and anti-intellectual.

The third big problem that the Christian faith must
sort out is the confusion between historical science and
empirical science. Empirical science is dealing with the
present. In empirical science, that which is being stud-
ied is observable, testable, and repeatable. Conclusions
are not as greatly affected by preconceived assumptions.
Two scientists with completely different philosophical
or religious worldviews can and do often arrive at the
same conclusions within empirical science. If both were
measuring the acceleration of a ball dropping (and they
are using the same instrumentation and system of mea-
surement, say metric) they can arrive at the same answer:
9.8 meters per second per second. Or if they are molecu-
lar biologists studying gene regulation in bacteria, both
could come to the same conclusion of what proteins are
involved to turn its genes off and on.

Historical science, on the other hand, is enormously
affected by starting assumptions or presuppositions that
can not be proven or tested. They just have to be held
axiomatically as a framework to interpret circumstantial
evidence. Historical science is an attempt to reconstruct
the past by analyzing data in the present. In order to draw
the right conclusion about the past, you must have the
correct presuppositions. However, if you have the wrong
presuppositions, it doesn’t matter how carefully and ac-
curately you collect the data; you will draw the wrong
conclusions. For instance, say youre a paleontologist
who has dug up a small, bipedal dinosaur in a sandstone
deposit. If your presuppositions are Uniformitarianism
and Darwinism, then you will conclude that the sedi-
mentary rocks on top of that skeleton are either a partial
or a complete record of millions of years of sedimenta-
tion. A Darwinistic view may cause you to conclude that
this form evolved from other creatures lower down in
older rocks, and that some of its descendants may be
alive today but are not small, bipedal dinosaurs anymore,
but rather birds, due to hundreds of millions of years of
evolution. If you presuppose the biblical account, that the
earth is 6,000 years old, then it will greatly change how
you interpret that fossil's place in earth history and your
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perspective on how much time is needed to produce large
amounts of fossil-bearing sedimentary rocks.

Problem number four. There will always be scientific
unbelievers who doubt the Word of God and construct
their own (naturalistic) “scientific” story explaining the
universe. Unfortunately this is much more common now.
Nevertheless, the distressing thing is that Christians be-
gin to believe the secular “scientific” story. Why? The
short answer is that they are in awe of the great accom-
plishments of science. Even though science grew out
of a Judeo-Christian worldview, its huge scientific suc-
cesses resulted in a collective pride and trust in human
reason divorced from the Word of God. “Science” began
to get too big for its britches. Interpretations of the past
(using unbiblical assumptions) led to conclusions that
contradicted Scripture. Rather than question the valid-
ity of these unbiblical assumptions, the people began to
mistrust the Scriptures. Christianity is truly the mother of
science. Her child, “Science,” grew up and became very
successful. She also became proud and cast aside her
mother as ignorant and superstitious.

Currently, scientific inquiry interprets data in the
light of an entirely different paradigm; one based on
Naturalism and Uniformitarianism, with human reason
exalted over and severed from Scripture. Scientists no
longer have to answer to the Scriptures or to the church.
The liberal churches surrendered to secular science
quite awhile ago, while the conservative church has lost
most of her ethos with the intellectual community and
with the public at large. The public has become very en-
amored with the power of empirical science, and rightly
so. Unfortunately, the public often believes that scientific
proclamations in the realm of historical science are just
as authoritative as its conclusions in the realm empirical
science. Secular science has truly won the high ground. It
has become the guardian of knowledge, the high priest-
hood of truth about the natural world. When one thor-
oughly embraces Naturalism, it results in the view that
science is really the high priesthood of all reality. To win
the high ground back, we must make the distinction be-
tween historical and empirical science and expose the
erroneous philosophies they use when doing historical
science.

As the author of Hebrews might put it, “And what
more shall I say? For the time would fail me to tell of
Francis Bacon, who developed the scientific method; of
Antony van Leeuwenhoek, who unveiled a whole new
world of microscopic animalcules with a simple micro-
scope, making himself the father of microbiology; of
Louis Pasteur, who finally put to rest the idea of sponta-
neous generation, and who, along with Robert Koch, de-
veloped the Germ Theory of Disease; of Gregor Mendel,

who discovered the principles of inheritance and became
the father of modern genetics; and many, many others.”
This was a hop, skip, and a jump through an enormous
field of study; the history and philosophy of science. I
have only scratched the surface of the discoveries and
philosophies of a handful of scientists spanning many
centuries, but I trust that this brief overview shows a few
key pioneers of science and the importance their phi-
losophies played in guiding their thinking and scientific
work. Keep in mind, most of these scientists believed in a
supreme Being as the ultimate cause of the universe in all
of its diversity and complexity.

Beware lest anyone cheat you through philosophy
and empty deceit, according to the tradition of
men, according to the basic principles of the world,
and not according to Christ (Col. 2:8).

We've looked at some philosophy and history of sci-
ence as well as some of the clear problems and tensions
that have arisen between science and the Christian faith.
We have seen that people (as well as brilliant scientists)
not only adopt philosophies through which they interpret
data, they are also “herd” animals. Most of them find it
very difficult to hold views contrary to the mainstream
scientific community. But some brave scientists do break
away from the mainstream and come up with a new way
of looking at the world. Now is the time for Christians to
cease their chameleon-like nature in matching our sur-
roundings. The mainstream church since the nineteenth
century has caved to the demands of secular science.
Although a few brave Christians have taken a critical
look at the hollow and deceptive philosophies that shape
their scientific conclusions, most do not. Many clergy
and theologians are cowed by the dictates of the his-
torical sciences. They no longer strive to see what truths
God was actually communicating to us in the Scriptures.
Instead they first see what the prevailing views of histori-
cal science are and then fall all over themselves to find
a hermeneutic that interprets the Bible so that it doesn’t
disagree with this assumption-laden form of science.
This is revoltingly obsequious, bending over backwards
to avoid any perceived disagreement with historical sci-
ence. What this kind of science claims as fact changes
every few years and the Scriptures don’t. In whom do we
trust; the word of man or the Word of God? Christian stu-
dents need to reject two errors. The first is that of being
too easily swayed by secular historical science by not un-
derstanding the highly speculative nature of it. The sec-
ond error is that of becoming reactionary and throwing
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out the baby (empirical facts) along with the bathwater
(certain secular theories) that these scientists produce.
We must be circumspect; innocent as doves and wise as
serpents.

“For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but
mighty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting
down arguments and every high thing that exalts
itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every
thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ ...
(2 Cor. 10:4-5)

Naturalism is the first stronghold that needs pull-
ing down. This philosophy, over the last couple hundred
years, has become very strong indeed. It practitioners
(scientists) have exalted it against the knowledge of God
in almost every facet of life. Darwinism (which is a natu-
ralistic view of how life arose) is not just ruling the roost
in biology; it has infiltrated every “ology” or science deal-
ing with living creatures; psychology, anthropology, soci-
ology, agricultural sciences, and medicine, just to name a
few. The list goes on and on. Christians must cease being
lapdogs for our materialistic masters.

Naturalism says that God is not necessary to explain
the universe. Romans 1:20 says, “For since the creation
of the world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, be-
ing understood by the things that are made, even His
eternal power and Godhead, so that they are without
excuse . ..” (emphasis mine). From this verse alone we
know Naturalism is wrong. If the universe and life can
be explained without God, then man has an excuse to re-
ject God. To regain the high ground back, it is essential to
not only proclaim the Word of God but also demonstrate
through general revelation, that Naturalistic processes
are unable to explain the cosmos. Why? This verse also
says, “His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being un-
derstood by the things that are made . . ."(emphasis mine).
It doesn’t say “being understood from the clear reading of
Scripture.” In other words we can draw the correct con-
clusion that God made the universe apart from Scripture
by examining the things that are made.

The Law of Cause and Effect essentially maintains
that for every effect there must be a sufficient cause.
When we examine the vast universe we must infer a
Creator, because naturalistic causes are properties of the
naturalistic universe. How can the universe be produced
by natural causes that only can exist within a universe
that does not exist yet? In other words, how can nature
create itself? Something beyond nature must exist prior

to nature. If the universe is an egg, naturalism says that
the egg created itself from processes at work within the
egg. Hold on a minute, it is not logical to form an egg from
nothing but processes understood within an egg.

Also, the naturalistic formation of the universe can-
not be explained in light of the First and Second Law of
Thermodynamics. In a nutshell the first law states that
matter cannot be created or destroyed. So from where did
the Point Singularity that exploded in what is called the
Big Bang, come from? Did it come from nothing? If so,
that violates the first law which says that matter cannot
be created (from nothing). If it was eternal, then you run
into problems with the second law of thermodynamics. It
maintains that in any ordered system, differences in the
temperature, pressure, and chemical potential in matter
or energy tend to even out (the measure of this evening-
out or disordering is called entropy). If the matter in the
universe was from eternity in the past, then the universe
should have petered out and become completely disor-
dered by now.

Through the latter half of the twentieth century, our
understanding of the inner-workings of the cell has ex-
ploded. The basic unit of life can no longer be thought of
as a simple blob of protoplasm. Even the simplest cell is
far from simple. It is a marvel of complexity that astonish-
es our most brilliant mechanical and software engineers.
The genetic information alone defies naturalistic expla-
nations. Bill Gates, when referring to DNA, the cell’s in-
formation storage and retrieval system, says, “DNA is like
a computer program but far, far more advanced than any
software we've ever created.” When ever anyone encoun-
ters any informational code, whether written language,
spoken language, Morse code, binary code, etc, it is as-
sumed that an intelligent agent created the information.
All evidence points to the fact that every information-
bearing system has been generated from intelligence.
But due to the pervasive grip of Naturalism, our brightest
biologists must insist that the DNA (or RNA), the code of
life, arose naturalistically in or prior to the first cell and
evolved into the assembly instructions for hundreds of
thousands of different species alive today. Does the evi-
dence point to a naturalistic explanation? Definitely not!
However, scientists still must hold that position because
the current philosophy demands it. Any professor that is
outspoken about the inadequacy of naturalism in the life
sciences is very lucky if he retains his employment.

Michael Behe, a biochemistry professor at Lehigh
University, was one such dissenter. He wrote a book called
Darwin’s Black Box. The book is one sustained argument
of why certain highly complex systems like flagella or
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blood clotting mechanisms in living cells could not form
naturalistically through Darwinian processes. He coined
a phrase called “irreducible complexity.” In other words,
they are complex, and they can not be reduced or sub-
tracted from and still be operational. They are systems
composed of multiple components where each part is
required for its proper function. Remove one part (often
out of dozens), and the system does not work. Biological
cells are loaded with just such systems. Behe proposes
in his book that these systems are too integrated and in-
terdependent to have arisen through aimless Darwinian
processes. In Darwinism each part is the result of a ran-
dom mutation. If it is to be preserved by natural selec-
tion within an organism, it must grant some advantage
to the owner of the mutation. The problem is that many
of these irreducibly complex systems have dozens of in-
termeshing, interdependent parts like a complex factory
machine. Having the fully operational machine arise all
at once is too miraculous for a naturalistic scientist to
swallow. Each part presumably arose independently
through random mutation and began to accumulate in
the cell. They would then have to be retained in the cell
for countless generations until the next part randomly
evolved. Once all the parts had all accumulated, they
assembled themselves into a complex cellular machine.
The problem with this scenario is that each component
would not be selected until the machine was fully oper-
ational. In real life, useless proteins are not kept around,
because they disrupt other cellular processes and are
wasteful to the cell’s metabolic resources. In the strug-
gle for life, those cells which are more efficient in us-
ing energy and raw materials out-compete cells making
useless stuff. In the long run, cells making useless stuff
(which may eventually become part of a wonderful in-
novation for the cell) are eliminated long before the
wonderful innovation could ever arise. In addition, all
these parts require genetic information, and again there
is no naturalistic mechanism that generates totally new
genetic information from scratch.
Michael Behe’s thesis is very
powerful because it rigorously
shows why complex biological sys-
tems cannot arise through random
processes. This is also why Origin of
Life experiments are so depressing
to the naturalist. The simplest cell
is loaded with irreducible complexi-
ties, and early earth chemical soups
experiments get nowhere close to a
living cell. Although they have pro-
duced a number of biological build-
ing blocks, they never assemble into

any biological molecules like DNA, protein, phospholip-
ids, or carbohydrates.

This argument can be extended to include why more
complex organisms cannot evolve from simpler organ-
isms. When various creatures in an evolutionary tree are
examined, the evolutionist points to all the similarities
between the presumed ancestor and a more complex de-
scendant. It could be similarities in anatomy or physiol-
ogy, or it could be similarities at the DNA or protein level.
As interesting as these similarities are, they should pose
no threat to a Creationist who believes God created the
various kinds. Similarity in anatomy, physiology, or gene
sequences can easily be explained by common design
rather than common ancestry. The devil's in the differ-
ences. The evolutionists can point to all the similarities
between dinosaurs and birds to provide evidence for
common ancestry. The Creationist can acknowledge
those same similarities and maintain that they were cre-
ated according to a similar body plan. But what about
the many differences? At some point something had to
evolve feathers. An ancestor had to accumulate, through
random mutations, the genetic material to code for a bird
feather and a bird lung (and much more if it was able
to fly). These are not trifling matters. Both the avian lung
and feather are highly complex structures, whose de-
velopment requires additional genetic information and
new gene regulatory networks that orchestrate the de-
velopment of such structures. When evolutionists draw
the gradual changes in the overall shape of the body or
skeleton of bird evolution, it can seem plausible to the
uncritical mind.

However, when we consider all the additions of ge-
netic information needed to account for all these ana-
tomical and physiological changes, it is simply beyond
the ability of random mutation. It’s like thinking that
randomly typing 1's and 0’s on pre-Windows software
could generate Windows software. It's not going to hap-
pen. Intelligent software engineers are required.
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The vast majority of evangelical Christians have is-
sues with Naturalistic philosophy. At least they should if
they believe in miracles. Most Christians (I hope) are firm
in their belief that God created the universe from noth-
ing, has intervened supernaturally many times through-
out the Bible, and has done so today in answer to prayer.
Consequently, most Christians will at least take a stand for
supernatural Intelligent Design and won’t be too ashamed
when strident atheists rally round and point the finger
of scorn at believers in the supernatural. Unfortunately,
many evangelical Christians are less likely to reject
Uniformitarianism and publicly embrace young earth
creation. Why? Old earth evolutionism and old earth cre-
ationism have one thing in common: the old earth part. Old
earth (and universe) is so ingrained in our culture’s psyche
that to express views contrary to it is equivalent to being a
self-proclaimed “flat earther” Many Christians don’t have
the guts to be labeled a Bible-thumping anti-intellectual so
they just go with flow; whatever the scientific community
says to believe, but then tack on God to the story. These
beliefs are found on signs in national parks, plaques in
museums, in the scripts of nature documentaries, and in
secular textbooks. Many Christians don’t have the time or
energy to think through their claims critically and actually
find out whose being anti-intellectual. Of course this is not
true of all Christians who are not young-earthers, but it
cannot be denied that this is what young-earth Christians
are generally up against. And faithful Christians who
want to maintain their old-earth convictions with integ-
rity need to be doubly sure that they are seeking to ground
their position on what the Bible plainly teaches and not be
in any way beholden to the materialist assumptions that
are pervasive in the world of science.

So Christians must first adopt the worldview that
interprets the claims of science through the lens of
Scripture, not the other way around. We must first find
out what the Bible actually teaches and then interpret the
physical data within the boundaries of Scripture. Those
Christians who say that the Old Testament can accom-
modate deep time as a valid interpretation should, in my
view, seriously reconsider. Rigorous textual analysis of
Genesis 1-11 shows that the genre is unequivocally his-
torical. It is not poetry (although it includes some poetry
and song). Nor is it apocalyptic literature or a collection
of parables. Forcing Genesis into some other genre to ac-
commodate the demands of secular science doesn't do
justice to the biblical scholarship.

Some say that the Hebrew word yom in the Creation
week can mean more than a 24-hour period. Yes, it
can, but the vast majority of its use throughout the Old
Testament is a regular day or a short period of time (at
most a generation or so). If the authors of Genesis wanted
to convey huge spans of time then yom is not the Hebrew
word to use. Yom rab (a long time) or Olam (eternity)
would be much more appropriate.

The genealogies given in Genesis 5 and 11 always
include the age of each person when he begat so
and so. These are the only two times in the
Bible where ages are given. This allows us,
through simple arithmetic, to add up the
ages and calculate the amount of time be-
tween Adam and Abraham, which is about
2000 years. Through piecing together other
established historical dates, it is possible to give
Abraham a pretty firm date of 2,100 years B.C. This
adds up to the Creation being a little more than 4,000
B.C.If we cringe with embarrassment at this date, it shows
us how thoroughly we are in the grip of secular thinking.
Again, the central issue is not the date itself—the central
issue is taking God at His Word. If God clearly stated in his
Word that the earth was billions of years old and secular
science pronounced otherwise, would we be embarrassed
affirming an old date?

Many have uncritically believed all
their dates of millions of years ago be-
cause many think these have been sci-
entifically proven. The innumerable
dates that they generate are produced
using Uniformitarianism. Whether it
be rates of radioactive decay, rates of
sedimentation, rates of erosion, etc, they
are assumed to have always occurred at the same rates
as measured today. The stakes are high. If their assump-
tions are correct, then these deep time dates of millions
or billions of years are reasonable. Here is just one ex-
ample out of many. The problem is no one can prove the
validity of assuming constant rates through all earth his-
tory. In fact, there have been excellent studies (The RATE
project, ICR) showing good evidence that radioactive
decay rates of Uranium-238 in certain rocks may have
been exceedingly rapid in early earth history. This rapid
decay would explain many of the ancient dates we calcu-
late using Uniformitarian assumptions.
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If we use Uniformitarianism consistently we would
run into many incongruities with the accepted age of
the earth. In several examples like continental erosion,
ocean sedimentation, Carbon-14 concentrations in
certain rocks, atmospheric helium concentration, etc,
Uniformitarian rates would actually give dates incom-
patibly young when compared to the dates demanded by
the Geologic Time Scale and Evolution.

This is just a brief summary of the problems that

arise when blindly accepting the philosophies and

assumptions that secular scientists use in trying to
reconstruct the past. If Christians are to regain
the high ground, we must not be duped

by their pronouncements of “scientific

fact” regarding the unobserved past (historical science).
Rather, we must “pull down their strongholds and cast
down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself
against the knowledge of God.”

What are these strongholds? Naturalism (including
Uniformitarianism and Darwinism) is, in my view, the
most formidable stronghold that Christians of all stripes
(young and old-earth creationists) must tear down.
Naturalism must be exposed for what it is, a philosophy,
not the heart and soul of science. Naturalistic theories
on the origin of life, namely the genesis of cells with all
their information and complexity, are lacking one major
thing: evidence. They are completely bereft of naturalistic
mechanisms to produce genetic information without in-
telligent design. Macroevolution faces the same problem.
What were the naturalistic mechanisms to produce crea-
tures with novel features when their supposed ancestors
neither had those features nor the genetic information
to code for them? Is it mutation and natural selection?
Show me the evidence. I have yet to see it.

In particular, Darwinism may seem like a formidable
fortress but in actuality, it's a house of cards built upon
the sand. One only need exercise some critical think-
ing, question its foundational philosophies (Naturalism
and Uniformitarianism), look at the fossil record and the
complexity and information content of living cells, and
then look at what mutation and natural selection can ac-
tually do. Look past the glossy surface, and you will see
that it's an impressive facade with nothing behind it. It's
a really empty worldview being sold by persuasive, high-
paid salesmen.

One might think that in this war of scientific world-
views embracing young earth creation is too rigid; too
narrow. Isn't it too hard a pill to swallow for believers
who have a wobbly faith and for unbelievers steeped in
Darwinism? Won't a staunch young earth view weaken
one’s credibility and ethos before the secular world?
Couldn’t one be more influential if one took a more mod-
erate view? Shouldn't we put the best foot forward, so
to speak, and argue from only an intelligent design per-
spective? If these are reasonable questions, why am I a
convinced young earth creationist? Before I answer that
question, I would like to preface it with the importance of
not being a shrill sectarian. We should never break fel-
lowship with sincere believers who hold a different view
in the young vs. old earth debate. I have dear Christian
brothers who differ with me on this issue, and they will
remain so. I also use and endorse materials and books
by old earth creationists who are Intelligent Design
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advocates. As I said before, it's good for the two camps
to be allied for the purpose of destroying Naturalism.
However, I strongly believe in young earth creation pri-
marily because the Scriptures unequivocally teach it.
Secondly, I have found that if one is not intimidated by
being in the minority and is determined to look at the
evidence using different presuppositions, the astronomi-
cal, biological, geological, and paleontological evidence
harmonizes nicely with a young earth model. I have also
found that it offers a more comprehensive worldview
that answers so many more important theological and
scientific questions which are much more satisfying to
me than the old earth view. I have heard the best of the
old earth perspective and in my view, it compromises
Genesis 1-11 far too much and cannot explain the physi-
cal evidence as well. This doesn’t mean that there aren’t
any perplexing, unanswered questions for young earth
creationists to wrestle with, but in my view, young earth
creation is superior both biblically and scientifically.

Know and trust the Scriptures even if you think there
is no current satisfactory creationist explanation.

Don’t be ashamed or apologetic of the biblical cre-
ation account. It’s true history, so show some backbone.

Understand the limitations of science. Know the dif-
ference between empirical science and historical science.
Remember that the former requires rigorous observation
and repetitive experimentation. The latter interprets and
explains physical phenomena in the light of a particular
worldview.

Scripture tells us that someone who excels in his
work will get noticed by those in authority (Prov. 22:29).
Conservative Christian students who go into the scienc-
es, and are being trained in the secular academy, should
take care to be the best in the class, excelling in their work,
establishing a reputation for superb skills—instead of
establishing a reputation for mocking evolution or deep
time geology while maintaining a C minus average. As
Christians, we need backbone and true conviction, which
are not the same as bigotry and ignorance.

Be leaven in the loaf (Matt. 13:33). If you have strong
scientific inclinations, be excellent in your field of inter-
est. Don’t be an obnoxious, contrary pain-in-the-neck to
your secular professors. Be reformational in the sciences,
not revolutionary. We need to take over the scientific
academy by facilitating a grass roots movement of young,
biblically grounded scientists. Think towards taking do-
minion in the sciences. Imagine a scientific community
that is completely under the Lordship of Christ and work
toward that end. Secular, naturalistic scientists are jeal-
ously guarding the gates of the scientific academy and
are vehement about excluding any reference to God or
any metaphysical intelligence that was causal to the uni-
verse and life. We must not take this sitting down. God
is to be glorified and praised for his mighty work of cre-
ation not just within our church walls. The secularists are
fighting “tooth and nail” to keep the high ground because
they know how important it is. Do we? Pray that God
would soon fill the scientific community with outstand-
ing, God-fearing scientists so that His glory will someday
be proclaimed throughout the earth . .. including the
halls of science.

—Gordon Wilson
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PHILOSOPHY

Philosophy can be defined simply as the study of the
big questions or, looked at from another angle, the ba-
sic questions. What is the nature of reality? How can we
define knowledge? Who or what is man? Why is there
something rather than nothing at all? Why is the uni-
verse here rather than someplace else?

A Christian student might be initially puzzled by this,
wondering what the difference might be between phi-
losophy and theology. The answer is that while philoso-
phy and theology are often covering the same “subject
area” (“God,” for example), theology is doing so claiming
to have answers, at least in principle. Philosophy claims
to have the questions, and wants on the basis of man’s
autonomous reason to refine the questions, and answer
them in accordance with the dictates of that reason. But
at its best, philosophy does train a student to ask and an-
swer questions with care, and this can be training that is
of great value to the Christian student.

When the questions are raised and then answered
“from outside the authority of autonomous human rea-
son,” that's theology. It may be false theology or true, it
may be idolatrous or in service to the true God, but at
the end of the day, it is some form of theology. When the
questions are raised by men, and then pursued “from
within,” then that is philosophy.

Philosophy as we commonly understand it began
among the Greeks. The first great notable philosopher
was Socrates (c. 470-399 B.c). There were philosophers
before him, known as the pre-Socratics (obviously),
but these men were all eighth-graders on the JV team.
Socrates taught Plato, and Plato taught Aristotle, and
these three men have dominated philosophical discus-
sion ever since. Alfred North Whitehead once com-
mented that all of western intellectual history consists of
footnotes to Plato, which is not too far off.

Now there are two ways to take this—one is to say
that his philosophy was so profound that it is not possible
to improve upon it, or we could say that the autonomous
presuppositions inherent in philosophy mean that we
are condemned to spend all our time walking in the same
circles, and not very big ones either.

Socrates wrote no books, and his method of pursuing
the truth was the dialectical method of asking questions
that basically revealed that nobody in Athens knew what
they were talking about. This was obviously not condu-
cive to Socrates’ general popularity, and he wound up
being condemned to die by the city of Athens. Socrates’

enduring ethos is not that of a dogmatician, but rather
of a questioner, a seeker after light. When the oracle at
Delphi proclaimed him the wisest man in Greece, he re-
sponded to this by saying that this must be because he
knew that he didn’t know anything. But this hon mot was
really part of his “aw, shucks” persona—there are many
hidden dogmatic assumptions embedded in the ques-
tions of Socrates, rock solid assumptions about reason,
truth, the nature of reality, and far more. At the same time,
he was effective with this manner of debate. Socrates was
the old timer at the pool hall, chalking his custom-made
ivory cue, responding to the naive question of the new kid
in town. “No, I don't really play much ... how about you?”

Plato (428/7-348/7 Bc) was one of his students,
and he was present when Socrates (as an old man) was
forced to drink the poison hemlock as the method of his
execution. We know virtually everything we know about
Socrates from the pen of Plato. Plato wrote the dialogues of
Socrates, and so it is not quite clear how much of what we
are getting is actually from Socrates and how much was
contributed by Plato. Plato taught that everything here on
earth is a “shadow” of a transcendent reality in the realm
of the Forms. The Forms were ethereal, rational, non-ma-
terial, and perfect. So, for example, all chairs on earth are
what they are because they somehow partake of the ulti-
mate Chair. The same goes for tables and beds. All particu-
lar things on earth “answer to” some aspect of the ultimate
reality. What this system seeks to do is provide some kind
of integration point for all things, a way of getting all things
to make sense in a unified system.

Aristotle (384 B.c.-322 B.c) was a student of Plato’s
and significantly modified his theory of the Forms.
For Plato, the Forms were a transcendent reality, but
Aristotle brought everything down to locate the Form
of each object within that object. Thus each chair had
an essence of Chair within it. The accidents of a chair
included the fact that it was made out of wood, was red,
and had a cloth seat cover. All these things were not
part of the essence of the chair. That essence or Form
was within the chair, but it was not like you could ac-
tually locate it. The student should not feel bad about
this—the Forms are just really weird, and that's why you
can’t find them. In addition to being a pupil of Plato’s,
Aristotle also became a tutor to Alexander the Great.
His work had a great deal of breadth. He not only wrote
on philosophical questions, but also on politics, theater,
ethics, zoology, and much more.
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Plotinus (c. A.p. 205-270) was the leading exponent
of a system called Neoplatonism. He was writing in the
context of the rising Christian faith, but does not interact
with it directly. It is also important to note he was writ-
ing at the point where classical pagan philosophy was
on the verge of collapse. In common with every form
of Platonism, he was suspicious of the material realm,
teaching that it was contemptible in comparison
with the realm of ultimate reality. He taught that
there was an ultimate transcendent One, the
source of everything else. This One is infinitely

simple, which is a fancy way of saying it has
no parts. It also has no attributes, including
the attribute of being an “existent thing.” It
is simply the Good, and is not a self-aware
Creator God. This world is here because it is
the end result of a cascading series of ema-
nations from that One. In short, the One is
an impersonal and perfect potentiality which
overflows like a cascading fountain, with each
level of the overflow being less perfect. The first
emanations were pure like mountain streams,
but by the time it gets down to us, it is like sludge
from a pipe. To change the metaphor, each level
is not a digital reproduction. That means each
generation that is farther away from the original is
increasingly corrupt.
In the history of the West, the ascendancy of
the Church meant that philosophy eventually had
to take a back seat for a significant period of time.
Philosophical tools were certainly used by theolo-
gians, to a certain extent, and they were acquainted
with the basic philosophical issues. Some, like Boethius,
appeared to be doing pure philosophy without reference
to Scripture, while many others honed their philosophi-
cal gifts within the confines of revealed truth. As a result,
there were a number of important philosophical devel-
opments in the medieval period—the rise of nominalism
in reaction to Platonic realism being one. But the theo-
logians’ central passion was theology, and so between
Plotinus and Descartes, there was a significant hiatus in
philosophy. If we wish to dabble in ironies, there was a
thousand years of peace—the millennium spoken of by
St. John perhaps?

The gap in philosophical studies that passes over
some of the great Christian thinkers is really quite strik-
ing, and so the Christian philosophy student should be
ready for it. He should perhaps pursue his own reading of

Plotinus was suspicious of the material realm, even though he was writ-
ing in the context of the rising Christian faith. His thought influenced the
beliefs of major thinkers over centuries. Neoplatonic elements in the writings
of Saint Augustine were no doubt acquired from Plotinus’s teachings.
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great Christian thinkers like Augustine, Thomas Aquinas,
William of Ockham, or Duns Scotus. And by all means, if
he sees an elective class offered in the thought of any of
these gentlemen, he should by all means take it.

René Descartes (1596-1650) should be thought
of as the father of philosophy reborn. In his Discourse
on Method, he was looking for a sure point of traction,
a solid footing for human thought that could not be
doubted. His starting point was in his formulation of the
famous cogito ergo sum, “I think, therefore I am.” Even
in moments of radical doubting, a man cannot consis-
tently doubt that he is in fact doubting, and doubt is a
form of thinking, which means that he has to be here in
order to be thinking. Right? The methodological point to
note here is that Descartes began with the solitary think-
ing individual, and sought to build up the whole system
from that indubitable starting point. His starting point
was not God. The entire Enlightenment project can really
be thought of as an endeavor built up from Descartes, a
Cartesian endeavor. Modern philosophy began with the
rationalism of Descartes, was carried on in the empiri-
cism of philosophers like John Locke, was driven into a
tree by the skeptical doubts of David Hume, and was then
supposedly rescued by Immanuel Kant.

John Locke (1632-1704) was an empiricist, which
means that he believed that man comes to know through
his sensory experience of the empirical world. While
Descartes was a rationalist and began with reason, the
empirical school which came later taught that knowl-
edge was mediated to man through his senses. Locke
made important contributions to political theory and
social philosophy, but in philosophy proper his main
contribution was in the field of epistemology. “How can
we know that we actually know?” His Essay Concerning
Human Understanding gave us a new approach to the self.
While Descartes held that human reason contained cer-
tain innate ideas, Locke held that the mind was a tabula
rasa, a blank slate, which was then filled by means of ex-
perience and reflection.

David Hume (1711-1776) was part of the great
Scottish Enlightenment and was an important figure in
the history of philosophy. His was the first modern ap-
proach to philosophy that was thoroughgoing in its natu-
ralism, believing as Carl Sagan eventually summarized,
“The Cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be.” At
the same time, the effect of his careful approach to ques-
tions resulted in a skeptical naturalism, as opposed to the
dogmatic naturalism of later thinkers, after they had been
inspired by Darwin. Hume is famous for his argument on
the low probability of miracles, as well as his critique of the
argument for God’s existence from design. He also showed
that it is not possible to derive ethical direction from a

Portrait of René Descartes by
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study of the way things are—in short that you cannot de-
rive ought from is. The cumulative effect of his philoso-
phy was corrosive to confidence in our ability to acquire
knowledge.

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) credited Hume with
waking him from his “dogmatic slumber” and sought to
develop a way out of the cul de sac that modern philoso-
phy had gotten itself into. The street was a one-way street,
so there was no going back. It led into a cul de sac, and so
there was no going forward. The solution that Kant of-
fered, and which was received with great acclaim, was
to float off over the houses. Kant was a crucial figure in
the later Enlightenment, and he sought to give an expla-
nation for the motto of Enlightenment—sapere aude, or
“dare to know.” Kant distinguished between the phenom-
enal world (which we could know after a fashion), and
the noumenal realm, which he maintained we cannot
know. This meant that, with regard to questions about
God and the afterlife, Kant was a principled agnostic. His
central contribution to the history of ideas was his tran-
scendental idealism, which means that we have to deal
with things as they appear to us, not as they actually are
in themselves.

Seren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) was a fascinating
Danish philosopher and theologian. In philosophy he
wrote in vigorous reaction to the formalism of Hegel, and
inreligion and theology, he wrote in violent reaction to the
dead orthodoxy of the state church of Lutheran Denmark.
He is hard to pin down in many ways, but is sometimes
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The Ubermensch is a concept in the philosophy of thought of as the father of existentialism—although this
Friedrich Nietzsche. When it was first translated into is probably too facile. The Christian philosophy student
English, it became “Superman,”an interpretation crit- will find a great deal to enjoy in Kierkegaard.

icized by some for failing to capture the nuance of
the German Uber and for associating it with a
comic-book character. Nietzsche introduced
the Superman to contrast the other-world-
liness of Christianity. He said that God was
an invention by which men escaped from
this world. Superman is free from these
failings, and in the face of
nihilism creates new
values motivated
by a love of
this world
and of
life.

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) is in many re-
spects the father of existentialism and of postmod-
ernism. He was an exceptionally talented writer,
with a taste for memorable aphorisms, sayings
and phrases. He rejected the conventional
Christianity of his time and was an apologist for
a renewed and dynamic paganism. He prophe-
sied the coming of a new Overman or Superman,
one who would regard the pathetic moralities
of the slave classes with contempt. Nietzsche
spoke of the “death of God” in several places,
which is one of his more famous phrases,
but he was actually speaking of the murder
of God. Nietzsche rejected the Christian
ideal of charity as nothing more than
sublimated
resentment
over the
superiority of
others, and
urged a master-
morality to replace
this craven slave-morality. His
defenders want to dismiss it as
an firrelevant coincidence, but
Nietzsche spent the last eleven
years of his life completely
insane.
Ludwig  Wittgenstein
(1889-1951) was a philo-
sophical genius and tor-
mented soul. His emphasis
on “language games” has
contributed to the wide-
spread practice of over-an-
alyzing the language we are
using while we are trying to
use it. It is kind of like trying to
work on the bicycle while you
are riding it, or taking out your
eyeballs in order to have a look at
them. He did a great deal of work in
mathematical philosophy, logic, philos-
ophy of mind, and philosophy of language.
His first work Tractatus was taken as their inspiration by
the logical positivists, but Wittgenstein claimed that they
really misunderstood him, not that this would be difficult.
In many ways, Wittgenstein does for modern philosophy
the second time what Hume did the first time, which was to
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highlight the internal tensions and contradictions in every
form of autonomy—to such an extent that further progress
down this road is not really possible.

The problem for Christians contemplating a course
of study in philosophy is that Scripture teaches us that
“the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Prov.
1:7). We do not come to a fear of the Lord as a capstone
of all our intellectual efforts, a decorative piece to crown
all that we have done. Rather, the fear of the Lord is the
solid foundation, upon which everything else must be
built. That is where we start, not where we end. This means
that Christians who are students of philosophy, or even
Christians who become philosophers vocationally, cannot
ever become full members of the guild. As the philoso-
phers all get out their books, and the Christian does the
same, it will soon become evident that the Christian be-
lieves he has a book with all the answers in it, which will
be quickly identified as “cheating.” If the Christian agrees
not to use this book, then he has become a methodologi-
cal philosopher, but at the cost of spiritual compromise.
And as long as he uses it, as long as he is a thorough-going
Christian, he will not be fully accepted as a “real” philoso-
pher. This state of affairs is not the result of an unfortu-
nate misunderstanding that arose just a few years ago, but
rather reveals the state of affairs that has always existed
between philosophy and the gospel.

At the same time, despite this tension, many
Christians can be found in philosophy departments, and
so over time it will be harder and harder for the secular
guild to maintain their commitment to philosophical
secularism. Contemporary respected philosophers like
Alvin Plantinga, who are also clearly believers, have done
a great deal to challenge this divide, and Christians who
are committed to Christian worldview thinking and “tak-
ing every thought captive” ought to be thinking about
what philosophy should look like in the future—when
philosophy is again done within the context of faith as
in the medieval period. There were some things that our
medieval fathers did right in this regard, and there were
also some blunders that we ought to be careful to avoid
the second time around. But all Christian students of
philosophy should be thinking in such terms—always
rejecting a divided intellectual world. All of it—the whole
world—belongs to Christ.

So all Christian students must understand the funda-
mental antithesis between autonomous philosophy and
true wisdom as it is found in Christ. This does not deter-
mine whether we may study philosophy, but it absolutely
must determine how we seek to do so.

The apostle Paul was acquainted with philosophy,

and he took a pretty dim view of it.

As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the
Lord, so walk in Him, rooted and built up in Him
and established in the faith, as you have been
taught, abounding in it with thanksgiving. Beware
lest anyone cheat you through philosophy and
empty deceit, according to the tradition of men,
according to the basic principles of the world, and
not according to Christ (Col. 2:6-8).

Here he contrasts the vandalism and despoliation of
philosophy with the edification that is found in Christ.
And he is doing this with the “golden age” of philosophy
in mind. He is talking about the philosophers who show
up in “great books” programs, and he is not talking about
the village nihilist. He couples philosophy with vanity and
deceit, and links it to the tradition of men, to the world’s
basic way of thinking about things. The apostle was al-
most certainly familiar with the content of the “wisdom
of the Greeks”—he wasn't just dismissing something he
knew nothing about. This meant, at a minimum, that he
was warning the Christians at Colossae about the threat
posed by Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. In the ancient
world, the word philosophy had an understood meaning,
just as the words stool, trireme, or emperor did. When he
goes after the tradition of men and the rudiments of the
world, he is targeting those things which carnal men be-
lieve to be virtuous. These warnings are not to be classed
in the same category with your mother’s warnings about
pool halls, taverns, and painted ladies. Everybody knows
that painted ladies represent a set of moral temptations.
Almost no one knows that respected philosophers are
even more dangerous.

This focus becomes even more apparent in the first
two chapters of 1 Corinthians, where Paul is probably
concentrating on Aristotle. But whether he is doing that
or not, his central criticism of the philosophical approach
is that “the world by wisdom knew not God.” And if you
don’'t come to know God as the result of what you are do-
ing, then what good is it?

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those
who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it
is the power of God. For it is written:

‘1 will destroy the wisdom of the wise,
And bring to nothing the understanding of
the prudent.

Where is the wise? Where is the scribe? Where is
the disputer of this age? Has not God made fool-
ish the wisdom of this world? For since, in the wis-
dom of God, the world through wisdom did not
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know God, it pleased God through the foolishness
of the message preached to save those who be-
lieve. For Jews request a sign, and Greeks seek after
wisdom; but we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews
a stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness,
but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks,
Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.
Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men,
and the weakness of God is stronger than men. For
you see your calling, brethren, that not many wise
according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many
noble, are called. But God has chosen the foolish
things of the world to put to shame the wise, and
God has chosen the weak things of the world to
put to shame the things which are mighty; and the
base things of the world and the things which are
despised God has chosen, and the things which are
not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no
flesh should glory in His presence (1 Cor. 1:18-29).
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Paul is clear that by the “wisdom of the wise” (v. 19),
or the “wisdom of this world” (v. 20), he means the wis-
dom of the Greeks (v. 22). As he exults in the superiority
of Christ over all these intellectual systems, he acknowl-
edges that they do have a certain impressiveness to them.
He says that God has taken weak things to confound the
things which are mighty (v. 27). The scribe, the scholar,
the urbane debater—God has made them all foolish.
In short, on the subject of intellectual and philosophi-
cal respectability, which Paul addresses directly here,
he makes it perfectly plain that there is a wisdom of the
world which God regards as lunacy, and the worldly wise
return the favor by treating all those who begin and end
with Christ in exactly the same way—as fools.

None of this means that Christians should embrace
sloppy argumentation. We should not start maintaining
that wet streets cause rain, or that Christianity is true be-
cause it starts with the letter C, unlike Buddhism. As men-
tioned earlier, Christians can learn to ask and answer
questions with care, and they can learn this from their
unbelieving philosophy instructor. But Paul's warnings
do mean that at the center of the philosophical endeavor
there is a seduction which all thoughtful Christians must
be on guard against.

I was with you in weakness, in fear, and in much
trembling. And my speech and my preaching
were not with persuasive words of hu-
man wisdom, but in demonstration of the
Spirit and of power, that your faith should
not be in the wisdom of men but in the
power of God. However, we speak wisdom
among those who are mature, yet not the wis-
dom of this age, nor of the rulers of this age,
who are coming to nothing. But we speak
the wisdom of God in a mystery, the hidden
wisdom which God ordained before the ages
for our glory, which none of the rulers of this
age knew; for had they known, they would
not have crucified the Lord of glory. But as it
is written:

‘Eye has not seen, nor ear heard,
Nor have entered into the heart of man

The things which God has prepared for
those who love Him/

Gian Lorenzo Bernini's (1598-1680)
statue of Saint Paul stands in the entrance
of Ponte San Angelo in Rome.
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But God has revealed them to us through
His Spirit. For the Spirit searches all things, yes,
the deep things of God. For what man knows
the things of a man except the spirit of the man
which is in him? Even so no one knows the
things of God except the Spirit of God. Now we
have received, not the spirit of the world, but the
Spirit who is from God, that we might know the
things that have been freely given to us by God.
These things we also speak, not in words which
man’s wisdom teaches but which the Holy Spirit
teaches, comparing spiritual things with spiri-
tual. But the natural man does not receive the
things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolish-
ness to him; nor can he know them, because
they are spiritually discerned (1 Cor. 2:3-14).

This is more of the same. Now in verse 14, what does
Paul mean by “the natural man”? An easy assumption for
modern Christians to make is that this refers to a frat-
boy paganism, someone who is a licentious and lustful
drinker of many beers. But natural man here refers to
man at his best, not man at his worst. This means that ev-
ery potential student of philosophy must have his guard
up, and must understand where the antithesis really is.

With all this said, why would any Christian student
make the choice of studying philosophy? There are actu-
ally many good reasons, but none of the good ones in-
clude a desire to “join the club.” Assuming the good rea-
sons to be sound, what are some of the basic issues that
such a student should consider?

Many of these exhortations apply equally to all
Christian college students, going off to study on their
own for the first time. But we have to remember that phi-
losophy is probably the only major in college you might
consider that the Bible explicitly warns against. This is
not the case for mechanical engineering, or forestry, or
international relations. When you study philosophy, you
really are endangering your soul, and so it is appropriate
to take some extra precautions.

First, don’t even consider a program unless it is lo-
cated in a place where you can worship God every Lord’s
Day in a faithful, biblical church. All faithful disciple-
ship occurs in such community, and so if you are study-
ing secular philosophy in the midst of their community,
and you have no Christian fellowship, you will be shaped
by that process, however much you might have formed
mental resolutions against that kind of compromise. In
order to prevent that shaping, it is necessary to maintain
your loyalties to God’s people in a tangible, on-going way.

The apostle Paul says that we are to prevent the world’s
attempts to drag us back, the world’s attempts to make
us conform to its standards, by being transformed into
something else.

I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mer-
cies of God, that you present your bodies a living
sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your
reasonable service. And do not be conformed to this
world, but be transformed by the renewing of your
mind, that you may prove what is that good and ac-
ceptable and perfect will of God (Rom. 12:1-2).

But note that Paul says that we are protected in our
minds by what we do with our bodies. This seems coun-
terintuitive to us, but it is actually testimony to the perva-
sive nature of certain philosophical doctrines that have
gotten into the Church. The disparagement of the body’s
importance is a legacy of Greek thought or Hellenism,
and the Church has had the devil of a time with it over
the course of many centuries. The idea that what we think
is the only “really important thing” is an idea that we have
had a really hard time with—it is the philosophical gum
on our shoe.

It is therefore more important for you to get your body
to church (and of course your soul may go, too), even if the
worship service doesn't challenge you, than it is for you to
stay in your dorm room, meditating deeply on Christian
themes. The reason for this is that God’s people are your
people, and you need to form an attachment to them as
your people. And you cannot form that kind of attachment
to people without spending time with them. I could not ad-
vise anybody to study philosophy if they were not plugged
into a vibrant and robust Christian church.

The second caution is very similar to the first.
Personal holiness is crucial, and when there has been
sin, confession of that sin is even more crucial (1 John
1:9). T have a friend who, when he was a little boy, was
taken down to skid row by his father to see how the bums
and addicts were living. The father was not a Christian,
but he wanted his son to see the end of the road, to see
the final destination of a certain class of choices. I have
often thought of that example when considering what
the world treats as intellectual sophistication, but which
an insightful Christian ought to see as an epistemologi-
cal skid row full of well-groomed, sophisticated sound-
ing ways of knowing truth that are utterly hopeless dead
ends. The universities of the world are filled with intel-
lectual refuse and detritus. But this is not caused because
people are being stupid. Scripture teaches that folly is a
moral issue, not an intellectual one.

The Scriptures teach us that men are given over
to intellectual darkness and folly because they refuse
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to honor God as God, and refuse to give thanks to Him
(Rom. 1:21). In other words, you don't protect your heart
(your personal devotion) by means of intellectual exercis-
es. Rather, you protect your ability to think in a straight
line by means of personal loyalty to God, His standards,
and His people. To be very specific, if an intelligent young
man with a Christian upbringing goes off to college to
study philosophy, the quickest way for him to start think-
ing that Heidegger was profound is by watching a lot
of pornography or doing other activities that abandon
the scriptural values of his family and community and,
therefore, make the ridiculous seem profound.

We have a tendency to come up with reasons for
staying away from God, and living in unconfessed sin
causes such reasons to multiply like the frogs of Egypt. If
a student is doing this while simultaneously engaged in a
course of study designed for those who want to stay away
from God, it is not hard to predict what will happen.

The third warning is this: don’t accept a false head/
heart distinction, thinking that you are studying difficult
philosophical paganism in the course of your studies
during the week, and that this requires some light de-
votional fluff to counterbalance it. We are called, in the
greatest commandment, to love the Lord our God with
all our minds—all our brains—and this means that your
thought life is to be disciplined by Christ along with the
rest of you. The points made earlier about the impor-
tance of being involved in a church and walking with
God in your personal life were not meant to say that these
activities counterbalance or “make up for” what is hap-
pening in your mind. It is not the case that the devil gets
your brains, and so you have to give God your weekends
and sex life in order to compensate. You are studying the
way the unbelieving mind works, studying the different
routes it may take, not in order to imitate it, but rather
to anticipate and answer it. Another way of putting this
is that every Christian studying philosophy really needs
to be doing so as an intellectual evangelist or apologist.

“The whole problem of knowledge has constantly
been that of bringing the one and the many
together. When man looks about him and within
him, he sees that there is a great variety of facts.
The question that comes up at once is whether
there is any unity in this variety, whether there is one
principle in accordance with which all these many
things appear and occur. All non-Christian thought,
if it has utilized the idea of a supra-mundane
existence at all, has used this supra-mundane
existence as furnishing only the unity or the a priori
aspect of knowledge, while it has maintained that
the a posteriori aspect of knowledge is something
that is furnished by the universe.”

— Cornelius Van Til, a Christian philosopher.

In addition, Christians who have studied philosophy do
not need to worry that much about what's fashionable
among unbelieving philosophers. The Christian world
has its own interests that we should be addressing “in
house.” At a minimum, we should want to have a bibli-
cal view of knowledge, freedom, mind, language, math-
ematics, and so on. The Christian trained in philosophy
can certainly help the Church frame her questions
about these subjects carefully. This is an area where the
Christian philosophy student can plunder gold from the
Egyptians, and many doctrinal tangles and theological
controversies could be sorted out if we learned how to
use these philosophical tools with care.

Of course, submitting to the yoke of Christ when it




Philosophy

155

comes to your intellectual life will include reading what
many Christian writers have faithfully done to answer
the intellectual challenges of unbelief. Such writers
should, of course, include Cornelius Van Til, C.S. Lewis,
Francis Schaeffer, and GK. Chesterton. When I was a
student of philosophy, I remember that Chesterton was
a lifeline of sanity to me, in a field of study where sanity
did not seem to matter that much.

But at the same time, it is important to be reading
other Christian writers who are in the same league
with your secular studies. If all the non-believers you
read are heavy-weights, and the believers are all light-
weights, or you read them just to “find an answer,” you
will eventually get to a very bad conclusion. So even if
you have a lot to read, make sure to pursue writers who
are weighty and substantive, even if they are not writing
in a field that addresses any of the particular questions
you are working through in philosophy. Read through
Calvin’s Institutes, for example, or Augustine’s City of
God. They may not answer a particular question that
came up in one of your classes, but you will be con-
tinually reminded that Christians have brains, and
moreover that brains can be used in ways that are
entirely constructive. As you do this, be careful to
resist the temptation of trying to make Christian
categories fit into the philosophical ones. It is
easy to become impressed with really smart
guys in theology and philosophy, and then to
try to force them into the same categories,
which rarely works out well.

The fourth caution is that before
challenging the tenets of unbelief in the
classroom—before you set yourself up to be
Apologetics Man—you should strive to be the
best student your philosophy instructor ever
had. You should do your assignments, read
everything suggested, turn your papers in on
time and in a legible condition, be respectful,
and above all, do not rush to the refutation.
If the second paper you turn in to this in-
structor has as its thesis statement that
“Kant was an idiot,” what you are asking
for is for that instructor to never take you
seriously. Even if you had a point, which
is unlikely, that point might have been
made and heard had it been advanced a
year or two later.

Your ethos as a student needs to be
established first. This means that you
have to take pains to make sure that
you have understood what Kant is actu-
ally saying before attempting to explain

to your professor how Kant became so silly. Now some
might argue that sophomores have a certain divine
right to be sophomoric, but Christian students should
still remember that they are nineteen years old, at least
for the time that they are.

As just mentioned, this is something to strive for, but
sometimes things are not quite so tidy. It would be more
tothe pointto say that Christian students should not take
the offense unlesstheyhaveestablished theircredentials
as hard-working, diligent students. In other words, don’t
carry the flag for the Christian faith, don't go over
the top for Jesus, unless you have done all your home-
work. But where does the messiness come in? This sce-
nario outlined above assumes that your professor is just

aregular guy, trying to pay his mortgage, and he
does not need an ignorant born-againer
dominating all his classroom

discussions.
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But there are other times when the professor is
actively hostile to the Christian faith, and he attacks
it every chance he gets. There are times when humble
college students, who are not as well prepared as they
would like to have been, have to defend the faith. But
this is quite different than attacking for the faith.
Both are sometimes necessary, but the former can
be thrust upon you. The latter ought not to be taken
up lightly.

And last, don’t become a specialist—resist all
temptation to become a philosophy wonk. There are
two levels to this. The first is, “don’t become a library
rat,” and the second is, “to the extent you are reading,
have only about a third of it be the assigned work. This
might seem like a ton of extra work, but it is actually
a means of keeping your work proportioned and bal-
anced. This exhortation is simply to make sure you
have a life, and that you have one outside the realm
of books, and also within the realm of books.

Outside your books, go hiking. Play flag foot-
ball. Go to the movies. Attend all the church pot-
lucks. When it comes to your reading, reserve about
a third of your time to do all your reading assign-
ments. Set aside another third for your Bible read-
ing, and substantive Christian books. For the re-
mainder, make sure you have a steady diet of P.G.
Wodehouse, Shakespeare, Billy Collins, John Donne,
JR.R. Tolkien, and Jane Austen. Make sure you stay
a reasonable human being.

—Douglas Wilson

Plato. The Last Days of Socrates. Ed. Harold Tarrant. New
York: Penguin, 2003.

Plato. Parmenides. Trans. R. E. Allen. New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1998.

Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics in Introduction to Aristotle.
Ed. Richard McKeon. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1974.

Plotinus, Enneads. Ed. John Dillon. New York:
Penguin, 1991.

Rene Descartes, Discourse on Method. Trans. Desmond
M. Clark. New York: Penguin, 2000.

John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Ed.
Paul E. Sigmund. New York: W. W. Norton. 2005.

David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human
Understanding. New York: Barnes and Noble, 2004.

Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future
Metaphysic. Trans. Paul Carus. New York: Barnes
and Noble, 2007.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil. Trans. Walter
Kaufmann. New York: Knopf Doubleday, 1989.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. Trans.
Elizabeth Anscombe. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and Sons,
2008.



POETRY

“If I feel physically as if the top of my head were
taken off, I know that is poetry.”

—Emily Dickinson

“Experience has taught me, when I am
shaving of a morning, to keep watch over my
thoughts, because if a line of poetry strays into
my memory, my skin bristles so that the razor
ceases to act.”

—A. E. Housman

“Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of
powerful feelings ... recollected in tranquility.”

—William Wordsworth

“The poet is the sayer, the namer.”
—Ralph Waldo Emerson

“Poets are . . . the unacknowledged legislators of
mankind.”

—Percy Bysshe Shelley

Over the centuries poetry has been described or defined
in numerous different ways. One of the simplest and
most memorable definitions is that of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, author of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.
Coleridge defined it as “the best words in the best order.”
Simple as it is, his definition points up the truth that, in a
broad sense, all artful language is poetry.

However, we ordinarily mean by the word poetry lan-
guage written in lines, or verse. The rest is prose, writing
that runs from margin to margin down the page. Unlike
poetry, prose is not broken into lines by the author. The
line break is the essential distinction of poetry, since prose
may possess almost all the other elements of poetry.

We first encounter poetry as children in the form
of nursery rhymes, skipping rhymes, advertising jingles,
and in the works of writers like Dr. Seuss. We love their
strong rhymes and rhythms, as in “Tom, Tom, the piper’s
son, / Stole a pig and away he run,” though the language
may be unremarkable. Here and there a line or more may
rise to the level of poetry, in Coleridge’s sense of “artful
language,” as one does in this rhyme:

Tom, Tom, the piper’s son,

He learned to play when he was young,
But the only tune that he could play
Was, “Over the Hills and Far Away.”
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The last line evokes by its meaning, sound, and rhythm
a yearning for what is romantic and far off, and the
phrase “Over the hills and far away” finds its way into
many rhymes and ballads. Similarly, “Ride a Cockhorse
to Banbury Cross” ends with the remarkable lines,

Rings on her fingers and bells on her toes,
She shall have music wherever she goes.

The lady described in the rhyme is not only impressively
decked out, but the last line suggests something about her
personality. She appears to be one of those
magical people who carry an inner mu-
sic with them. These rhymes make
a strong impression on us when
were young. Recalling nursery
rhymes, the Welsh poet Dylan
Thomas confessed,

I wanted to write

poetry in the beginning
because I had fallen in
love with words. The
first poems I knew were
nursery rhymes, and
before I could read them
for myself I had come to
love just the words of them,
the words alone.

As we grow, we find a similar pleasure
in comic or nonsense forms such as the limerick and
the higgledy piggledy (or double dactyl). Here is a classic
limerick:

There was an old monk in Siberia,
Whose life grew drearier and drearier.
He emerged from his cell,

With a blood-curdling yell,

And eloped with the Mother Superior.

Similarly, we delight in the pounding rhythms and clever
rhymes of a higgledy piggledy, or double dactyl, like the
following:

Higgledy piggledy,

Ludwig von Beethoven

Bored by requests

For a tune they could hum,
Finally answered with
Oversimplicity,

“Here’s mein Fifth Symphony—
Da da da Dum.”

As we read and encounter ‘serious’ poetry in school
or elsewhere, we discover that there are many different

forms of the art and that few have the rollicking rhythms
and clanging rhymes of light, or comic, verse. We also
learn that the purpose of poetry is “to delight and in-
struct,” as the Renaissance courtier and poet Sir Philip
Sydney wrote. Like all art, poetry must first please us or
we're unlikely to stay with it, but what it finally reveals to
us is much of the best that has been thought and written
by humankind. Sydney says in a memorable phrase, it is
like “a medicine of cherries.”

As his phrase suggests, poetry appeals to us through
the senses—sight, hearing, touch, taste, and
smell, as well as the kinesthetic sense
(the sense of the body’s position or
motion—as in dancing). Its mu-
sical rhythms and sounds, as
well as its imagery and other
components, are more con-

centrated and intense than
those of other genres. One
can say that a poem is an
almost physical embodi-
ment of thought and feel-
ing. Mind, body, and emo-
tions are unified in a good
poem. To understand how
this is achieved, it is helpful to
look at the basic elements of po-
etry and consider how they work to-
gether to make the poem. These elements
are imagery, metaphor, sound, form, and content.
Although I can hardly pretend to treat these compre-
hensively in a short essay, looking into them—particu-
larly from the writer’s point of view—can provide a
good start to understanding how poetry works.

How PoeTRY WORKS

I mentioned above that a poem, both for reader and
writer, can be thought of as a physical experience of
thought and emotion. It should be, according to the poet
Keats, “felt upon the pulses.” Like all good writing, poetry
is rooted in the concrete, in the experience of the five (or
six) senses. Abstract words like love, grief, or joy must be
incarnate in the images that make them real. Archibald
MaclLeish makes this clear in his poem “Ars Poetica™:

For all the history of grief
An empty doorway and a maple leaf.

MacLeish is probably thinking here of a poem by Robert
Frost. The empty doorway reminds the speaker, returning
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home, of the absent loved one; the single maple leaf re-
minds him of his loneliness and happier times in a fall
now past. In the famous balcony scene in Romeo and
Juliet, Romeo compares Juliet to the sun:

But soft! what light through yonder
window breaks?
It is the east, and Juliet is the sun!

Later Juliet expresses her love for Romeo in a similar
cosmic image:

Take him and cut him out in little stars,
And he will make the face of

heaven so fine
That all the world will be

in love with night.

These visual images, along with a hundred others supplied by
Shakespeare, suggest the remarkable intensity of the love for
which the two lovers are famous.

Visual images are the most common in poetry (as indeed
they are in life), but note the other senses experienced in one
line from Keats's “Ode to a Nightingale.” The poet is wander-
ing blindly among blossoming trees on a pitch-dark spring
night and notes that he cannot see “what soft incense hangs
upon the boughs.” The senses of touch, smell, and a
kinesthetic feeling of weight are all appealed
toin the words soft, incense, and hangs. The
speaker is alive in all his senses and
alert as he listens to the nightingale’s
song. William Carlos Williams in
his poetry repeats the dictum
“No ideas but in things,” and
everyone beginning to read
or write poetry should keep
it in mind. Note the power
of the images of the bones
and foxes in these lines by
Wallace Stevens,

Children picking up
our bones

Will never know
that these were once
As quick as foxes on
the hill,

or the effect of the Chilean
poet Neruda in his “Ode to
the Tomato” describing a ripe
one cut in half as “a fresh, /
deep,/ inexhaustible sun.”

Chaucer

The popular Japanese form of the haiku works al-
most exclusively with images, as these two illustrate:

Melon
in morning dew,
mud-fresh.

Sudden sun upon
the mountain path,
plum scent.!

Note that these two, like most haiku, consist of two jux-
taposed natural images that complement or contrast with
one another, often in very subtle ways. The following is a
haiku-like poem done by a student—in two lines rather
than three (it's a bit of a riddle):

Who let the roaring yellow tigers
out of their cage last
evening?

—Janet Gummeson

It describes a sunset. In Japan crowds of people will partici-
pate in haiku-writing contests. I urge you to try one.

Poetry, like all art, is rooted in the concrete, physical

world. As Alan Watts observed, “Perhaps we need a

poet occasionally to remind us that even the
coffee we absent-mindedly sip comes
in (as Yeats put it) ‘a heavy, spillable

cup.” In my experience, poems
begin in the world of the senses
and stay rooted there, no mat-
ter where they end. What
usually moves me to write
is a desire to call things up
by the power of words. A
sensation, impression, or
image will step out from
its surroundings and de-
mand my total attention:
as the image reaches up
toward the words, the
words become the im-
age, the thing itself. Thing
becomes word, and word
becomes thing. For one
happy moment substance
and meaning are fused. The
terrible gap between experi-
ence and the articulation of ex-
perience is closed. The mind is one
with what it perceives.
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Metaphor, in the broad sense, means figurative lan-
guage, and is found everywhere in poetry. Narrowly de-
fined, it is a figure of speech in which one concrete image,
thought, or feeling is put in place of another to suggest
a likeness between them. Robert Frost defined it simply
as “saying one thing in terms of another.” When Romeo
declares “Juliet is the sun,” he creates a metaphor. When
Juliet imagines Romeo cut “out in little stars” she creates
another. If either of them had used the word “like” or “as”
he/she would have made a kind of metaphor called a
simile. Here are two similes:

I...saw the ruddy moon lean over the hedge
Like a red-faced farmer.

And round about were the wistful stars
With white faces like town children.

—T.E. Hulme

Sometimes metaphors are only implied, as in this sonnet
by Shakespeare:

That time of year thou mayst in me behold
When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
Upon those boughs which shake against

the cold,
Bare ruined choirs, where late the

sweet birds sang.

After comparing his age to autumn, the speaker implies
that his thinning hair is like the dwindling leaves of au-
tumn and like branches abandoned by singing birds.
The branches shaking against the cold also suggest
other ills of advancing age (palsy, sensitivity to cold as
opposed to warm-blooded youth). All of this is implicit,
not spelled out; part of the pleasure of the poem is dis-
covering it as we read the poem over several times. As in
Janet Gummeson’s poem, the object of the metaphor (the
sunset) is only implied: “Who let the yellow roaring tigers
/ out of their cage last evening?”

A symbol is a special kind of metaphor, which says
many things in terms of another. An image that is a symbol
can mean many different things—even contradictory—
like the ocean in Whitman’s “Out of the Cradle Endlessly
Rocking” that symbolizes both life and death, time and
eternity, and more. Natural objects, forces, or actions
often serve as symbols—the sky, mountains, birds, for-
ests, serpents, fire, or geese flying south—but so do man-
made things like the Cross, a many-faceted diamond, a
sword, a veil, or an electric dynamo. In Keats’s “Ode to a
Nightingale” the bird becomes a symbol of many things,
including immortality, mortality, art, ideal happiness,

escape, and spiritual reality. In Keats's equally famous
“Ode on a Grecian Urn,” the urn suggests, in addition to
the above, artistic perfection, human passion, frustration,
truth, beauty, to name a few. Keats exclaims, “Thou, silent
form, dost tease us out of thought / As doth eternity"—a
good description of what a symbol will do.

There are other figures of speech, all of which can be
grouped under metaphor. Aristotle, in his Poetics gives
metaphor, or rather the maker of metaphors, a special
place: “It is the one thing that cannot be learned from
others; it is also a sign of genius, since a good metaphor
implies an intuitive perception of the similarities in dis-
similarities.” Aristotle’s statement might tempt you to try
making a metaphor or two. One thing is almost certain, if
you like metaphors, you'll love poetry.

In addition to imagery and metaphor, poetry must
have the music of words. One indication of how much a
person will like reading or writing poetry is how much
he enjoys the sound of words. Auden said that in the
case of two youths, one of whom says, “I want to be a
poet,” and the other, “I like fooling around with words,”
he would have more hope for the second. I recall as a
child going by gas station signs in the car and read-
ing them backwards for the sound. “Gulf Gas” became
“Flug Sag”; and the ordinary “Standard Oil” became the
mythical monster, “Dradnats Lio.” Most children from
infancy on play with words and other sounds; unfor-
tunately parents and school sometimes suppress this
creative oral play.

Rhyme is only the most obvious musical effect in poet-
ry. The list includes onomatopoeia, alliteration, assonance,
consonance, and more. Actually the sound of every word
in a poem interacts with every other word. Studies show
the reader is aware of these—if only subliminally—over
the length of four or five lines. Every sound in language
sounds either more like, or unlike, every other sound.
Take the sound of the words oil and critic. They are so
different one might say they clash, that they are anti-
rhymes. The following words have much sound in com-
mon: barn, burn, moon, moan. So do decrepit, creditor,
medical. Whether words clash or harmonize, the sound
of all of them together is part of the music of poetry.

The sound and rhythm of the words should reinforce
the poem’s emotion and meaning. As Alexander Pope
wrote, “The sound must seem an echo to the sense.” Read
the following passage aloud to hear all sound effects that
it describes (Zephyr is the south wind, and numbers refers
to the meter of the piece):



The sound must seem an echo to the sense.

Soft is the strain when Zephyr gently blows,

And the smooth stream in smoother
numbers flows;

But when loud surges lash the sounding shore,

The hoarse rough verse should like the
torrent roar.
When Ajax strives some rock’s vast weight
to throw,
The line too labors and the words move slow;
Not so, when swift Camilla scours the plain,
Flies o’er th'unbending corn, and skims
along the main.

Poetry can sometimes help us “see” things even bet-
ter than the visual arts. In this painting The Adoration
of the Kings and Christ on the Cross, attributed to
Benedetto Bonfigli (d. 1496), the connection is made
between the Nativity and the Crucifixion. But that
relationship is made quicker and stronger in a piece
by Christian poet Luci Shaw (1940-) called, “"Mary’s
Song.” At the end of that poem she writes:

... nailed to my poor planet, caught

that | might be free, blind in my womb

to know my darkness ended,

brought to this birth for me to be new born,
and for him to see me mended,

I must see him torn.?
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Earlier he has described an Alexandrine (a long six-foot
line, often used to end a stanza or poem) as “a wounded
snake,” and slows the line to a literal crawl:

A needless Alexandrine ends the song,
That like a wounded snake, drags its slow
length along.

Briefly, the sound effects of poetry include:

Onomatopoeia: words that sound somewhat like what
they denote: buzz, bang click, snick, tintinnabulation, and
also, skinny, slim, slender, spindly, fat, gross, huge, hog vast.

Alliteration: The repetition of consonant sounds. Note
the m’s in these lines by Tennyson as you read them aloud:

The moan of doves in immemorial elms
And murmuring of innumerable bees.

Assonance: The repetition and modulation of vowels.
These lines by Sylvia Plath have rich vowel sounds and
alliterating consonants. Again, read them aloud:

Haunched like a faun, he hooed

From grove of moon-glint and fen-frost
Until all owls in the twigged forest
Flapped black to look and brood

On the call this man made.

Rhyme: Unlike a language like Italian, English is poor

in rhymes (tfrue rhymes, that is, such as June/moon, weath-
er/feather, bubble/trouble). For the last century many
poets have used half-rhymes (also called off- or slant-
rhymes), expanding greatly the opportunities for rhyme.
Frost and forest in the above poem are half-rhymes.
Wilfred Owen, a World War I poet, provides further ex-
amples in “Arms and the Boy”: blade and blood, flash and
flesh:

Let the boy try along this bayonet-blade
How cold steel is and keen with hunger

of blood;
Blue with all malice, like a madman’s flash;
And thinly drawn with famishing for flesh.

Finally, rhyme occurs not only at the end of lines, but
within the lines, and then it is called internal rhyme. Here
is one from Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner:

The ship was cheered, the harbour cleared.
Merrily did we drop
Below the kirk....

In the following four lines from Gerard Manley Hopkins’
“What I Do Is Me,” there are twelve rhymes, eight of them
internal, besides an abundance of alliteration and assonance:

As kingfishers catch fire,
dragonflies draw flame;

As tumbled over rim in roundy wells

Stones ring; like each tucked string tells,
each hung bell’s

Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad
its name.

Rhythm: Rhythm and meter, part of the sound, are
discussed in the following section.

AsInoted above, the chief formal difference between
poetry (or verse) and prose is the line. The line-break cre-
ates this fundamental difference between the two; all
other differences follow from this one. Historically, lines
have had elements added to them, such as rhyme and
meter (a certain count of syllables or accents per line).
But these features only add to, and enrich, the funda-
mental difference.

All English has speech rhythms; that is, when spoken,
some syllables are stressed more than others. When one
breaks speech into the lines of poetry, the line-breaks
create a new, secondary rhythm modifying the primary
speech rhythm. One can easily see and hear this effect in
William Carlos Williams’ lines about a cat:
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Poem In a pine tree,
A few yards away from my window sill,

A? the cat A brilliant blue jay is springing up and down,
climbed over
up and down,
the top of On a branch.
the jamcloset This syntactical free verse is the kind the psalmists used:
ggrsetft:; right He maketh me to lie down in green pastures,
He leadeth me beside the still waters,
carefully He restoreth my soul...
then the hind For Thou art with me,
stepped down Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.
Thou preparest a table before me
into the pit of in the presence of mine enemy.
the empty Thou anointest my head with oil,
flowerpot My cup runneth over.

Because of the many line- and stanza-breaks, we hear  Each line (or half-line, in the Hebrew) tends to paral-
and see the slow, graceful movement of the cat. Compare ] the structure of the other lines and repeat the point
these lines to the same words written out as prose: in a new way. This kind of free verse, with its parallel
construction, was adopted by Whitman and Ginsberg and

As the cat climbed over the top of the jamcloset first . : X
other poets in modern times to great rhetorical effect:

the right forefoot carefully then the hind stepped
down into the pit of the empty flowerpot.

In contrast to the poem, this prose sentence seems _ Y% .t
undistinguished, and perhaps a little awkward, as we <
speed through it.

Examining a poem’s patterns of sound, rhythm, and
appearance on the page reveals its form. There are a
number of different forms of poetry. The Williams poem
about the cat is written in free verse, that is, verse free of
both rhyme and meter (a particular count of accents or
syllables per line). In free verse pure and simple each
line may be of any length the author chooses. As in the -
cat poem, this is the only rule. Of course, it doesn’t make
good free verse any easier to write, for the breaks finally
must support the overall effect of the poem.

Sometimes the poet will make each free verse line a
unit of syntax, such as a phrase, a clause, or a sentence.
The end of each line corresponds to a natural pause in
speech, as in these lines from “I Try to Waken and Greet
the World Once Again” by James Wright:

What place does Faith play in the work of a poet?

W.H. Auden turned to Christianity when his own humanistic
tradition failed to provide a way of explaining or combating
the evil he encountered during the Spanish Civil War and the
rise of Nazi Germany. In contrast, Alfred Tennyson (opposite)
left the faith in which he was raised and near the end of his
life said that his “religious beliefs also defied convention,
leaning towards agnosticism and pandeism.”
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And I know that the hand of God
is the promise of my own,
And I know that the spirit of God
is the brother of my own,
And that all the men ever born are also my

brothers and the women my sisters and lovers,

And that a kelson of the creation is love.

—Whitman, “Song of Myself”

O my chief good,
How shall | measure out thy blood?

’. How shall | count what thee befell,

t And each grief tell?

-

Shall | thy woes
Number according to thy foes?
Or, since one star show’d thy first breath,
Shall all thy death?

Or shall each leaf,
Which falls in Autumn, score a grief?
Or cannot leaves, but fruit be sign
Of the true vine?

Then let each hour
Of my whole life one grief devour!
That thy distress through all may run;
And be my sun.

Or rather let
My several sins their sorrows get;
That as each beast his cure doth know,
Each sin may so.
Since blood is fittest, Lord to write
Thy sorrows in, and bloody fight;
My heart hath store, write there, where'in
One box doth lie both ink and sin:

That when sin spies so many foes,
Thy whips, thy nails, thy wounds, thy woes
All come to lodge there, sin may say,
‘No room for me’, and fly away.

Sin being gone, oh fill the place,
And keep possession with thy grace;
Lest sin take courage and return,
And all the writings blot or burn.

The poem Good Friday is by George Herbert,
the oil painting The Road to Calvary
is by Lorenzo Lotto (c.1480-1556).

A third kind of free verse, uses the white space on a
page to great effect, making an appeal to the eye as well
as the ear. It is called typographical or spatial free verse
because it depends on where the type is set on the page in
relation to the white space. Here is an example from e.e.
cummings’ “Chanson Innocente”:
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in Just-

spring  when the world is mud-
luscious the little

lame balloonman

whistles far and wee

and eddieadbill come
running...

and from his “Portrait,”

Buffalo Bill's
defunct
who used to
ride a watersmooth-silver
stallion
and break onetwothreefourfive pigeonsjust
likethat. ...

Notice how running the words together in both these
examples speeds up the way you read the words, while
separating them with white space slows you down or
causes you to put more emphasis on a word like stallion.

Typographical verse also includes shaped verse,
where the words on the page may resemble everything
from an apple to a coke bottle. I hope you'll try writing a
shaped poem. (Here's a demonstration called “Urn”):

I
am

Wri-

tingthis
versetolook
likealit-
tleChi-

nese

ceramic

A popular form today, it was used by George Herbert cen-
turies ago for his poem “Easter Wings™:

Lord, who createdst man in wealth and store,
Though foolishly he lost the same.
Decaying more and more,

Till he became
Most poore:

With thee
O let me rise
As larks, harmoniously,

And sing this day thy victories;

Then shall the fall further the flight in me.

Each stanza (there are two in the poem) resembles an an-
gel’s wings when you turn the page on its side. (His exam-
pleis not free verse, however, since he uses, in addition to
shape, both rhyme and meter.)

Most poetry over the years has been written in meter,
a word related to “measure.” In most metrical poetry ev-
ery line has the same number of accents (stresses, beats),
or syllables, or both. One of the simpler metrical forms is
syllabics. In syllabic verse one counts only the number of
syllables in each line. The haiku is a familiar example, of-
ten written with a syllable count of 5, 7, 5 in its three lines:

The crow twitchesits 5
feathers. A few snowflakes drift 7
in the damp spring air. 5

—Trevor LeGeis

These lines from Sylvia Plath’s “Dark Wood, Dark Water”
each have five syllables:

This wood burns a dark

Incense. Pale moss drips
In elbow-scarves, beards
From the archaic

Bones of the great trees.

Blue mists move over

A lake thick with fish. ...

In contrast to syllabics is accentual verse, in which we
count only the accents per line and ignore the number of
syllables, of which there can be any number. In the opening
lines to Coleridge’s Christabel the number of stresses is four,
while the number of syllables varies from four to eleven:

“Tis the middle of ni’ght Ey the castle cl(;ck,
And the owls have awakened the

-~

crowing cock;
Tu-whit!—Tu-whoo!

And hark, again! the crowing cock

How drowsily it crew.

In scanning the verse, that is, counting the number of
stresses or feet per line, we usually mark the stressed syl-
lables with an ictus ( ~ ) and the unstressed syllables with
a breve ( ~ ). One looks like a little carrot and the other
like a little hammock, as in the above verse.

The most common verse form in English is accentual-
syllabic, where we count both the number of accents and
number of syllables in a line. It has been the predomi-
nant form for hundreds of years. Robert Frost's “Stopping
by Woods on Snowy Evening” is a familiar example:
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Namesake of the Spenserian sonnet, Edmund
Spenser (c. 1552-1599) composed the epic
poem The Faerie Queene to illustrate several
of the Christian virtues. The poem was written,
appropriately enough, in Spenserian stanzas
—that is, eight lines in iambic pentameter
followed by a ninth line in iambic hexameter.

Whose woods / these are /1 think /T know.
His house / is in / the vil / laée th01’1gh.

He will / not see / me st(;p / pivng here

To watch / his woods / fill l;p / with snow.

Each line has eight syllables of which four are accented, or
stressed. Long ago people discovered that stressed and un-
stressed syllables often fall into repeated patterns within the
line. These groups or clusters of syllables have been named,
according to the patterns they repeat, as different kinds of
feet. These feet have the exotic names of iambic, trochaic,
anapestic, dactylic—names borrowed from the Greeks. (The
feet in the Frost poem are separated by forward slashes.)
These classifications of metrical feet are often misleading to
beginning poets, as well as to readers, who mistakenly think
that these patterns must be rigidly adhered to in a poem. In
reality, most good accentual-syllabic verse will ‘violate’ met-
rical regularity almost as often as it fulfills it.

As Robert Frost himself said, in English we basically
have two kinds of meters: a rising and a falling. The iam-
bic (~ <)isrising, as in

Whose woods these are I think I know

and so is anapestic (~ ~ <), as in

~ ~ ~ -

An old man took his dog to Detroit.

The iambic is the most common meter, while the gallop-
ing effect of anapests is useful in light verse, such as lim-
ericks. The trochaic is a falling meter as in

-~

Martin married Ingrid’s sister.

~ -

So is dactylic (- ~ ~), which, like anapestic, tends to gal-
lop—as it does quite appropriately in Tennyson’s “The
Charge of the Light Brigade™:

Half a 1e;gue, half a leavgue,

half a league onward

Into the mo,uth o\f, Hgll r(;de tﬁe s;x h(mdréd.

The most common accentual-syllabic lines are five-foot
iambic lines (iambic pentameter) and, second, four-foot
iambic (iambic tetrameter), followed last by three-foot
or iambic trimeter. The prefixes penta-, tetra-, tri- sim-
ply mean five, four, three respectively. All of these, plus
two-foot lines, can be found in Herbert’s “Easter Wings,”
above. Unrhymed iambic pentameter, often called blank
verse, is the most common form of iambic pentameter and
the most common verse form in English. Shakespeare
wrote his plays in this form: Hamlet soliloquizes in it,
“To be, or not to be, that is the question,” and Romeo and
Juliet declare their undying love in blank verse:

Two of the fairest stars in all the heaven,
Having some business, do entreat her eyes
To twinkle in their sphere till they return.
What if her eyes were there, they in her head?
The brightness of her cheek would

shame those stars,
As daylight doth a lamp......

The meter sets up a pattern of stresses or beats for the accen-
tual-syllabic poem. But there is also, playing against this, the
natural rhythms of speech. The two do not always agree, in
which case the speech rhythm wins and changes the meter.
Note the change the rhythm of speech makes in the iambic
pentameter of this line from a sonnet by John Donne: “Batter
my heart, three-personed God, for you...." In the back of our
minds, like the bass beat in the background of a song, we are
aware of the expected iambic meter,
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di DAH di DAH di DAH di DAH di DAH.
What we actually hear is quite different:

BATter my HEART, THREE-PERSoned GOD for YOU

The counterpoint, or play, of the actual speech rhythm
against the anticipated pattern of the meter gives us plea-
sure, just as contrapuntal rhythms do in music. Now read
aloud the whole sonnet by Donne, using natural speech
rhythms, and you will sense that counterpoint. You'll
discover that the natural rhythm of speech differs from
the meter in many places:

Batter my heart, three-person’d God; for you
As yet but knock, breathe, shine and
seeke to mend;
That I may rise and stand, o’erthrow mee,
and bend
Your force to breake, blowe, burn and
make me new.
I, like an usurpt towne, to another due,
Labour to admit you, but Oh, to no end.
Reason your viceroy in mee, mee
should defend,
But is captiv'd, and proves weake or untrue.
Yet dearely I love you, and would

| am interested in the precise observation of small twists
and turns in people, including ambivalence, rather than
the grandiose beauty or the terrible darkness of human-
ity. The poet, Scott Cairns, is a good friend of mine

and this is a portrait | thought about for at least a year
before asking him to pose for me. | was most interested
in his conversion to Orthodoxy and the seriousness with
which he attended to prayer. He had what looked like
a string bracelet with beads on it around his wrist that
he used to mark the repetition of The Jesus Prayer. He
told me that when he first learned the prayer his priest
asked him to begin by repeating it 1,000 times. The
string was red and my intention was to have part of it
dangle below his coat sleeve in the painting, but as |
photographed him he surprised me by singing hymns,
and, seeing that the prayer bracelet was not at all vis-
ible anyway, | gave up that idea and titled the painting
“The Singing Poet.” As time passed and | lived with

the portrait in my studio, the title became more and
more boring to me and had nothing of the intense feel-
ings | had toward what | had seen in Scott; the tension
between loving God and failing Him. Scott had had
some whiskey at our house the night before the photo
session and “I Drink Your Whiskey and Your Sorrow”
came to me as a phrase that encompassed our being
bound to the earth, God's care for that, and what we
both do in response to it.”—Catherine Prescott
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be loved faine
But am betroth’d unto your enemie.
Divorce mee, untie, or breake that knot againe,
Take mee to you, imprison mee, for I
Except you enthrall mee, never shall be free,
Nor ever chaste, except you ravish mee.

Notice how the pounding stresses “knock, breathe, shine”
and “breake, blow, burn,” sound like the battering ram of the
“three-personed God” trying to enter the speaker’s heart. They
radically alter the iambic meter even as they “echo the sense.”

In the last century poets have become even more
free in their use of accentual-syllabic verse. Much free
verse might more accurately be called mixed meter,
where there is a ghost of one or more metrical patterns
behind the lines of a poem, though the line lengths vary
so much one can't call them truly metrical. Much of
TSS. Eliot’s free verse, for instance, appears to be written
in mixed meter. Poets will sometimes mix not only me-
ters but the free and metrical verse. Again, Eliot gives
us an example in The Waste Land. (This is the best-
known poem world-wide written in the last century.
I might add that his longest poem, Four Quartets, writ-
ten after Eliot's conversion, is considered by many the
greatest poem in English from the twentieth century.)

Poetry is an art, and therefore prosody (the study of
form—what we've just been doing) is itself an art and not
a science. There is very little that is scientifically precise
about it, and much depends upon individual interpreta-
tion and point of view. Readers will often differ as to what
the speech rhythm of a line or a piece is, depending on
which words they think should be stressed. And some
stresses receive more emphasis than others.

Unlike painting or music, poetry has all the resources
of language at its disposal. It can have content and mean-
ing, therefore, in ways that music and the visual arts cannot.
Poetry can tell the story of a people, put forward a philosophy,
present a vision of hell and heaven, or record the growth of a
poet’s mind. It can in a brief lyric capture a frog plunging into
a pond or the elusive moment of falling in love.

Most beginning poets tend to think a poem has to
be about one of the ‘big’ subjects: love, grief, God, art, the
meaning of life or death. It takes a while for them to real-
ize that they're better off focusing on small things, such
as a toad in the garden, a comb with
broken teeth, a craving for chocolate,
or a squirrel in the attic. William
Carlos Williams wrote about the
cat climbing over the jam jars, and
an even more famous poem about a
wheelbarrow:

Robert Lee
Frost (1874
1963), famous
American poet
who received
four Pulitzer
Prizes for Poetry.

The Red Wheelbarrow

so much depends
upon

ared wheel
barrow

glazed with rain
water

beside the white
chickens

This poem does nothing more (or less) than help us see
the wheelbarrow and chickens and perhaps lead us to
reflect on what “depends” upon them. A poem about
some humble object may well wind up reflecting in a
fresh way on one of the big subjects such as love, beauty
or death. In a poem called “Tomes,” which is ostensibly
about heavy books in his library, Billy Collins weighs
a history textbook on his deceased mother’s food scale
and finds it turns his thoughts to her,

even though it never mentions my mother,

now that I think of her again,

who only last year rolled off the edge of the earth

in her electric bed,

in her smooth pink nightgown

the bones of her fingers interlocked,

her sunken eyes staring upward

beyond all knowledge,

beyond the tiny figures of history,

some in uniform, some not,

marching onto the pages of this incredibly
heavy book.

This may be an example of how the poem that needs to be
written can come along and take over the poem the poet first
intended to write. Writing a poem is often a journey of dis-
covery. At the end of the poem we learn, as perhaps Collins
learned, how the tome and his mother’s death fit together.

It's often helpful when looking for something to write
about to get outside of yourself and the self’s preoccu-
pations. I recommend to writing students that they try to
imagine themselves as someone else, either human or
animal. It is helpful to imagine what it would feel like to
be a tree, insect, or inanimate object and to write from
that point of view. I've even suggested such alter egos as a
piece of dental floss, a carpet, or coat hanger. Writing the
following, I imagined myself a “Deer Tick,” (the carrier of
Lyme disease) addressing its victim. It begins,

No larger than a period I scramble
among the sequoia of your armhairs
unable to decide in this vast wilderness
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where to drill for the life-giving well
the water of life, the warm blood.
For I am sick unto death: in my abdomen

the spirochete turns its deadly corkscrew
which I must shortly confess to the stream
pulsing from your dark red heart. ...

Though I started by simply identifying with the insect,
by the time I finished the poem I found the tick and
the disease had become symbols of the general human
malaise we call original sin. Here is another animal, a
giant panda, often seen in zoos or nature videos:

In the white mist of morning I find my place,
a square of the sun where I can balance

and chew the shoots, their green light
in my mouth.
I sit, my footpads shiny, taking in the dim

sweet music of existence. ...

The possibilities are endless.

A word about inspiration. It's wonderful to write a
poem when you feel inspired. But what seems good in the
moment of inspiration may appear flat and uninspired in
the cold light of the next day. On the other hand, a poem
begun with a few dry facts from an encyclopedia may
catch fire as one works on it. | once saw a photo of a moose
crossing a bridge from Vermont into New Hampshire.
That was the germ of a poem, but I had to look up facts
about the moose—dry as dust—in order to write it. Only
then did I feel the poem come alive. The Muse is unpre-
dictable—and we do need to court her in a variety of ways.

A final word about content and any idea, or message,
you want your poem to contain. Poems written deliber-
ately to convey an idea or ‘message’ do not often succeed
as poetry. It becomes too conscious a process; the Big
Idea gets in the way. Save the message for an editorial
, sermon, or essay. On the other hand, if you focus on
writing a good poem about a moose, a heavy book, or a
toothless comb, your deepest convictions will manifest
themselves in it without your intending them to.

Shortly after 9/11 The New Yorker and other magazines
invited readers to send in poems (either their own or by
others) to express what they felt in the face of the terrorist
atrocity. Only in poetry did people find words to express ad-
equately their grief and horror at the ‘unspeakable’ event.

Next to singing in the shower, poetry may be the most
universally practiced art. It seems nearly everyone at

some point in life tries to write a poem. Certainly most
people would agree with the bumper sticker, “Poetry says
it best.” The fact that they are poetry is one reason the
psalms are the most popular book in the Bible. The poet
William Carlos Williams claimed, “It is difficult to get the
news from poems, yet men die miserably every day for
lack of what is found there.”

Poetry captures experiences and expresses feelings
and thoughts that elude our ordinary speech and our dis-
cursive prose. Among its great values is that it can help
us experience vicariously the lives, thoughts, and feelings
of other people in our own space and time, and of those,
like Romeo and Juliet, distant in space and time. Reading
and writing poetry can give us a better understanding
of ourselves, of other people, of nature, and of God. Not
only does it tell us in concentrated and beautiful lan-
guage what we already know—"What oft was thought
but ne’er so well expressed,” as Pope describes it—but
it provides insights into mysteries inexpressible in other
forms, as does Blake’s poem “The Tyger” or these lines
from Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey:”

And I have felt
A presence that disturbs me with the joy
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime
Of something far more deeply interfused Whose
dwelling is the light of setting suns,
And the round ocean and the living air,
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man:
A motion and a spirit, that impels
All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things.

Unlike philosophy, history, or the sciences, poetry does
not exclude any human act, thought, feeling, belief, or in-
tuition as not pertinent to its method; the whole spectrum
is there, including the spiritual. Every conceivable human
attitude, point of view, or feeling has somewhere been ex-
pressed in poetry. What is true of poetry is also true of the
other genres and arts. The infinite variety of humanity is
in all. Fortunately there are many poets whose works can
feed us spiritually. A very short list would include Dante,
John of the Cross, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Donne,
Herbert, Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Browning,
Hopkins, Thompson, Eliot, and Auden.

Even poets who do not profess faith may reflect the
Christian neo-platonic tradition that has been with the
Church from at least Augustine. Neoplatonism, as it has
been assimilated in the theology of Augustine and others,
maintains that God is the one source of the Good, the True,
and the Beautiful, and that every creature radiates some-
thing of these qualities. They shine through the material
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Love bade me welcome, yet my soul drew back,
Guilty of dust and sin.
But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow slack
- From my first entrance in,
™. Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning

If | lack’d anythin
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ngrateful? ah my dear,
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o~ Go where it doth deserve e
”And kKnow you not,” says Love, “who bore the blame?”
“My dear, then | will serve.”
“You must sit down,” says Love, “and taste my meat.”
So I did sit and eat.

The poem Love (lll) is by George Herbert,
the oil painting Christ and.the Pilgrims of Emmaus
is by Diego Velazquez (1599-1660).

world. Some might argue that this view has been with poets Who ridest on the wings of the wind,

from the beginning. For David and other poets of the Psalms, Who makest the winds thy messengers,

everything in the world contains God. It is one animating fire and flame thy ministers. (Ps. 104)

Spirit or Logos in all things that the psalmist celebrates:

This tradition has certainly been part of poetry in English

!
Bless the Lord, O my soul! from its origins to the present. As Emerson put it, “the

Who has stretched out the heavens like a tent,
Who hast laid the beams of thy chambers

on the waters,
Who makest the clouds thy chariot,

universe becomes transparent, and the light of higher
laws than its own shines through it.”
In a suggestively similar verse, the apostle James



Poetry

171

wrote, “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from
above, and cometh down from the Father of Lights, with
whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning”
This stunningly beautiful sentence helps remind us that
poetry (and all the arts) are some of those perfect, or near-
ly perfect, gifts from above, from the Father of Lights. We
noted earlier that poetry delights and instructs. It gives
us knowledge about our world and ourselves, and stimu-
lates us to empathize with other people and cultures. It
can motivate us to good works and inspire us to seek God.

Poetry does all of these things, but one of the most import-
ant things it does is not often discussed: our imaginative re-
sponse to a poem may give us an epiphany, a shining forth,
a sudden intuition or realization, a communion not easy to
express. As nearly perfect things, with all their parts fitting to-
gether as one, poems (and other works of art) help us to forget
ourselves and experience a unity, a completeness, a whole-
ness, for a minute or an hour. Bruno Barnhart, a Camaldolese
monk, calls this a “unitive” experience, a kind of aesthetic
foretaste of the union or communion we can experience
with God. In a sense, every work of art is complete, an end
in itself, and invites us into its perfection. As Bruno says,” It
shines.” As in religious experience, we forget our incomplete,
divided selves, and for a moment are made one with what we
are reading, looking at, or listening to. This unitive experience
can lead us to see beyond the work of art itself to what shines
through it—the world of meaning and spirit. Poetry may help
us find such moments in the ordinary (and extraordinary)
things in the world that surround us every day. Everything
from a blade of grass, a stone, a certain slant of light,a human
face, a song, a photo from the Hubble telescope, or a poem.

William Blake is one who understood this contem-
plative connection. He invites us,

To see a World in a Grain of Sand
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand
And eternity in an hour.

To see a world in a grain of sand or a heaven in a wild
flower, we must forget ourselves and become one with it.
Poetry and the arts are no substitute for religion, but tradi-
tionally a servant to her. The experience of beauty, or esthetic
contemplation, especially the unitive experience, may lead us
toward union with God. Simone Weil, a brilliant, and skepti-
cal, young philosopher, was converted while reciting George
Herbert's poem “Love 111" which she had memorized for its
beauty. While reciting it to herself one day, she later wrote,

Christ himself came down and took possession

of me. In my arguments about the insolubility of
the problem of God I had never foreseen the pos-
sibility of that, of a real contact, person to person,

here below, between a human being and God.”

—Simone Weil, Waiting for God

Her witness reminds us that the experience of beauty
must finally point beyond itself or it can degenerate into
mere estheticism. Like images of Paradise, it points to a
Heaven beyond itself.

The English poet-priest Gerard Manley Hopkins
wrote poetry filled with epiphanies in the ordinary and
extraordinary. He found them even under the smoke-
choked sky of nineteenth century Birmingham: “The
world is charged with the grandeur of God” he wrote,

It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent

World broods with warm breast and with ah!
bright wings.

The moment of epiphany leads Hopkins to praise God,
delighting in every detail of creation in all its enormous
and particular variety. Here is “Pied Beauty,” where he
celebrates a spotted cow, rose moles on a trout, and even
a workman’s ordinary tools:

Glory be to God for dappled things—
For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;
For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout
that swim;
Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;
Landscape plotted and pieced—fold, fallow,
and plough;
And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim.

All thing counter, original, spare, strange;
Whatever is fickle, freckled (wWho knows how?)
With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim:
He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:
Praise him.

The moment of epiphany leads to praise. Like the
psalmists, Hopkins continually praises God for the
natural world. Thoreau said that most of us spend our
lives pushing our house and barn in front of us. Or we
may spend our lives pushing other peoples’ houses and
barns, never pausing to contemplate finches wings or
rose moles upon a trout. We push ahead, ignoring these
promises of paradise, these foretastes of divine union.
The unitive experience in poetry can lead us toward
what Brother Lawrence, famous for practicing the pres-
ence of God in the kitchen among the pots and pans,
called “the simple gaze: that loving sight of God every-
where present that is the most holy, the most solid, the
easiest, the most efficacious manner of prayer.” The
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exercise of the imagination through poetry can help
us to discover that loving sight. The union with beauty
through poetry may lead us to better experience our
union with God in Christ.

When you enter college, your interest in poetry and
other literature may lead you to major in English. This
means that you'll read plenty of literature in other genres
besides poetry: notably fiction (the short story and novel),
essays, and drama. The more you read of the classics
in all genres, the better your understanding of them all
will be. But the student who learns to read poetry care-
fully will find his or her ability to read the other genres
greatly enhanced. The major in English, handled rightly,
can provide an excellent basis for a liberal education. It
should help you to think clearly and to express yourself
well in speech and writing. It is excellent preparation
for law and the ministry, and even business and medi-
cine, to mention only a few fields.

In most English departments, however, you will
probably discover that most, if not all, of your profes-
sors do not share your faith. In fact, they may go out of
their way to let you and the rest of their students know
this. You may also discover how much time and effort
literary critics spend trying to convince themselves and
others that writers who clearly held a belief in the su-
pernatural, did not. My advice is not to rashly challenge
this bias when you come across it. Rather, do the read-
ing, write good papers, and impress the instructor with

SO ... WHO TO READ?
Following is a selected list of English
and American poets: Chaucer, Spenser,

Shakespeare, Marlowe, Jonson,
Marvell, Donne, Herbert, Vaughan,
Traherne, Dryden, Pope, Johnson,

Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron,
Shelley, Keats, Tennyson, Browning,
Hopkins, Hardy, Yeats, Auden, Dylan
Thomas, Whitman, Dickinson, Frost,
Stevens, Williams, Marianne Moore,
Eliot, Roethke, Robert Lowell, Plath,
Heaney, Heyen, Cairns, Franz Wright,
Jeanne Murray Walker

...and a few from other languages:
Homer, Virgil, Li Po, Du Fu, Dante, St.
John of the Cross, Goethe, Rimbaud,
Baudelaire, Lorca, Neruda, Czeslav
Milosz

your mastery of the material, so that when you do take
exception to some position you will present strong, rea-
soned arguments that meet with her respect.

Tonourish your faith, feed upon the great writers of
the past, most of whom have a worldview that supports
traditionalJudeo-Christianvalues.Readingthrough the
centuries is a great way to escape what C.S. Lewis called
the narrow provincialism of our own age or century.
Definitely take a whole course—a year’s course if you
can—in Shakespeare. And take a course in Milton.
At the end is a list of other writers you might try to
read on your own, if you can’t get them in class. Don't
spend your valuable tuition on the light-weight cours-
es offered in many departments today on pulp fiction,
comic books, television series, or other trendy subjects.
Look for those courses that take up the great writers
of the past.

Take at least one creative writing course where you
can write poetry. Writing it is one of the best ways to un-
derstand how to read it. Seek out literature courses from
writers of poetry and fiction on the faculty. Writers love
the literature itself, usually, and are less likely to spend
their time on esoteric forms of French criticism or on
political agendas of one sort or another. (Feminism,
neo-Marxism, and neo-Freudianism, for example, are
some recently fashionable critical postures) Check
with other students to find out what actually goes on in
a particular class before taking it.

As an English major, you can continue to read the
great works for a lifetime. Below is a selected list of
poets you might want to come to know in college so
that you may continue their acquaintance afterwards.
Of the many contemporary poets worth reading, I've
listed only an arbitrary few. For more of these, browse
anthologies, libraries, bookstores, literary magazines,
friends’ bookshelves, and the Internet. (Most literary
magazines and books can be sampled online) Happy
hunting!

—Robert Siegel

A History of Modern Poetry: Vols.1 and IL. David
Perkins (Belknap Press).

The Norton Anthology of Modern & Contemporary Poetry,
Ellmann, O’Clair, & Ramazani.

The Norton Anthology of Poetry, Ferguson, Salter
& Stallworthy.

The Vintage Book of Contemporary American Poetry, ed.
].D. McClatchey.
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I was the oldest child of an American serviceman—a
military brat. Economically, we were at the tail end of
that spectrum identified as the middle class. In reality, we
were probably among the more affluent of American’s
lower class. Neither of my parents had attended col-
lege. To my knowledge, no one on either side of
our family had gone to college. We certainly did
not enjoy wealth, privilege, or social standing.
Nevertheless, my parents gave me a gift that
was priceless—the ability to dream. They
were raised in the cautious optimism
that characterized post-World War II //
America. Therefore, while I was grow- /|
ing up they enabled me to believe that

I could accomplish anything.

The standard line that optimistic
members of the lower/middle-class
told their children was, “You can grow
up to be anything you want. You might
even become president of the United
States.” That sounded good to me.
I might as well aim for what every- 4
body thought to be the top job.
So, even as a young child, my
ambition was to fulfill that
objective. ~When other
kids were asked what
they might like “to be” /&
when they grew up, 4 y
the standard answers
included fireman, &
policeman, .

‘If youjoin govern-
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teacher, or nurse. I told my kindergarten teacher, with
some degree of confidence, that I would someday be-
come president of the United States.

And I meant it. When I reached the advanced age of
seven, armed with a round, fat pencil and that paper we
all used when we started elementary school—with the
wide spacing and the dotted lines—I decided I need to
get about the business of preparing for my future career.
Therefore, I wrote a letter to President Johnson. Shortly
thereafter, I received a packet of information from the
White House that included a signed letter from the
President. I cannot recall what words of wisdom I includ-
ed in my missive, but now that I was in direct and per-
sonal communication with the leader of the free world, I
was certain that I would someday occupy the space that
Lyndon Johnson called home.

As I grew up, I supplemented my political ambition
with some other interests. I was all too obsessed with
sports—watching them and playing them. I also started
to compete in interscholastic and, later, intercollegiate
speech and debate. Instead of making “connections” with
a political party or running for student council president,
I'was “cutting cards” and traveling extensively as a schol-
arship debater for my university. All the while, however, I
still harbored that dream of running for the presidency.

Atthe end of my senior year in college, had one more
rather dramatic interruption to my political pathway (a
pathway that would lead to the White House). I gave my
life to Jesus Christ. I became a Christian. Suddenly, my
life moved in a very different direction. Initially, I did not
anticipate much of
a change in my ca-
reer plans. I entered
a master's degree
program in politi-
cal science deter-
mined to enroll in
law school shortly
thereafter. Despite
my new-found faith
in Christ, I saw no
reason why my
career in law and
eventually politics
would not unfold
much as [ had

planned.

Boy, was I
wrong. Within
a vyear of my

X VOTE
DEM})CRAT

HONEST CLEAN
GOVERNMENT

conversion, I felt a calling into the ministry. The debate
days were over. The preoccupation with sports dimin-
ished to a hobby. Instead of law school, I went off to a
theological seminary in Kentucky. And, even as a semi-
nary student, I started to minister in small churches
throughout southwestern Michigan.

Although my political aspirations might appear to
have been self-centered, I was certainly motivated by
more than personal ambition. I love America very much.
Hence, I wanted to enter politics, in part, because I felt it
to be the best way to serve my country.

After I came to Christ, I started to question that con-
clusion. As a minister of the gospel, I would have spe-
cific responsibilities under the direction and power of
the Holy Spirit: First, I would be required to help lead a
congregation in worshipping “our Father which art in
heaven” and His Son Jesus Christ. Second, I would dis-
ciple brothers-and-sisters in Christ by doing the same
things that Jesus did—to preach, teach, and minister to
those who were hurting. Third, I would do the work of an
evangelist—I must share the good news of Christ to those
who had yet to receive Him as Savior and Lord. Finally,
I would help to lead a congregation in those things that
Jesus taught us to do: to put food in the mouths of those
hungry, to put water in the cups of those who are thirsty,
to put clothes on the back of those who are naked, to min-
ister to those in jails, nursing homes, mental institutions,
hospitals, and the like.

In fact, when I entered the doctoral program in
Government at the University of Notre Dame, it was not
to enhance a political career. After seminary, we were
supposed to receive some denominational support for
our little church
in Michigan.
That support fell
through. 1 entered
Notre Dame to ac-
quire the creden-
tials and prepara-
tion necessary to
teach at the college
level. I wanted to
have a tent-making
ministry like the
apostle Paul so that
I could be as free
to minister as pos-
sible—and free to
minister as the Lord
might lead since we
wouldn’t be receiv-
ing the bulk of our
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livelihood from a particular church or ministry.

I reached the conclusion that service to the Lord was
not only my obligation as a minister, but it was also the
best way for me to serve my country. I was convinced
that I could change America for the better by changing
individual lives. And I believed I could best change in-
dividual lives by helping to lead people to Christ and by
ministering in His name. I still was interested in politics
and government. After all, [ am an American citizen, and
I do enjoy the give-and-take of political debate. But I as-
sumed that I would never seek elected office.

An Unexpected Return

A few years after I started teaching in Utah, things
began to change. At the urging of one of my students, I
attended a caucus meeting in the Republican Party and
was elected a delegate to the state convention. Five years
later, a couple of elected officials drafted me to run for
Chair of the Republican Party in our county. They pre-
pared the campaign. I gave a speech at the convention.
To my surprise, I was elected. Suddenly, I was the Chair
of a political party in a county with between 80-100,000
registered voters—most of whom were Republicans. I
was responsible for about 150 voting precincts, field-
ing candidates for six districts to the Utah House of
Representatives and two to the Utah Senate, and to raise
money and govern the party on a day-to-day basis.

It was during my term as Weber County GOP Chair
that I began to consider something much more dramat-
ic: a candidacy for the United States Senate against the
popular incumbent senator, Orrin Hatch. There are a va-
riety of reasons why I considered the run. The most im-
portant was my concern that the Senator had been
in Washington so long that his real constitu-
ency had become folks in and around the

District of Columbia rather than the people of Utah. I felt
like he had reached the point where he believed that he
owed Utahans his inspiration and perspiration, but that
he no longer owed them an explanation for his activity in
the Senate. He was much like Colonel Nathanson in the
film A Few Good Men. The Colonel told the young attor-
ney in court that they should be thankful for the protec-
tion that he provided without asking questions. Hatch es-
sentially told Utahans that we should be thankful for the
representation he provided in the Senate without asking
questions.

Note that this campaign was not an attempt to jump-
start my childhood dream. I wasn’t planning to use my
election to the Senate as a launching pad for a long-term
career in politics culminating with a presidential run. In
fact, I was pretty certain that I would not be elected. I did
believe that my campaign would give me the opportunity
to say some important things and, perhaps, prompt the
Senator to see himself as more accountable to the people
in Utah.

I presented a paper shortly after the 2000 election
cycle which describes the experiences in the campaign in
much greater detail. A campaign against Senator Hatch
within the Utah Republican Party certainly was akin to
smacking the nose of a big dog in his own back yard. In
the paper, I describe the highs and lows, the experience
of traveling across the state to speak at county conven-
tions, and what it feels like to speak to 7,000 people at the
state convention in the arena where they later held the
hockey tournament at the 2002 Winter Olympic Games
in Salt Lake City.

“Don’t fall in love with politicians, they're
all a disappointment. They can’t help it,
they just are.”—Peggy Noonan
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The inauguration of President Barack Obama,
January 20, 2009 in Washington D.C.

Ministering through Citizenship?

As a boy I had dreamed of a career in politics. As a
young Christian, called into ministry, I decided that the
best way for me to serve both God and country was to
become an excellent pastor rather than a politician. A
few years later, opportunities surfaced that provided an
opportunity to return to the political arena. I embraced
those opportunities, although at times maybe a bit more
like one who approaches the water by sticking in a big toe
rather than fully plunging in.

What prompted the change of heart? I still consid-
er myself, first and foremost, a minister of the gospel. 1
preach and teach whenever I have the opportunity and
would maintain that America would be a better place if
more of us were transformed through a relationship with
Jesus Christ. I simply learned over the years that it is pos-
sible to minister in and through the political arena. Too
often Christians, called to be salt and light to our govern-
ment and culture, fail miserably if we cede the political
arena to those outside of the body of Christ. We fail both
as citizens of heaven and as American citizens.

In the body of Christ there has been a concern that
if one is enmeshed in the affairs of government and,

much worse, politics, then one is of little value to God.
Although one might identify several periods in post-New
Testament history where this concern served to compel
individuals to separate from the political realm, one ob-
vious and fairly recent case study would be the reaction
to politics within a large portion of the body of Christ in
America from the 1920s through most of the 1970s.

During this fifty year period, many Christians ex-
tricated themselves from the political arena in order to
emphasize evangelism. “We haven't the time to be con-
cerned with the goings on of this world,” they might have
observed. “Our obligation to the Lord is to prepare souls
for the next one.” Thus, while one might exercise many of
the responsibilities of citizenship, political engagement
pulled one away from one’s primary obligation to God.
Consequently, the participation in politics was likely an
utter waste of time.

There is a whole cottage industry devoted to the re-
emergence of Christians back into the political arena
(as critics of culture, as would-be “kings,” and, increas-
ingly, as would-be kingmakers). Several scholarly books
chronicle the importance of evangelical Christians as
an important player in electoral politics. There are also
a large number of popular and scholarly books that are
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very shrill in their opposition to Christian involvement
in politics.

Rank-and-file Christians in America are reaching a
point where they will make an important decision: Do we
as believers challenge those aspects of our society that
are the most ungodly, or do we retreat back from the
political arena in favor of evangelism? This question be-
comes particularly prescient when many believers think
that their brothers and sisters in Christ who are most
shrill in the political arena are actually hurting the ulti-
mate work of the Church.

I hope I've made it clear that for Christians to retreat
from dialogic politics, the world of political ideas and
discussions, would be a big mistake. Yes, I did make a
clear decision that I could better serve God as a minister
rather than as a public servant and believed that God was
calling me in that direction. I always understood that the
Bible teaches us that there is a clear connection between
one’s faith and the responsibilities of citizenship that call
us all into politics at least at some level.

It certainly is safe to say that the political battle that
Christians have fought since the late 1970s has not been
without consequences. Christians are taking casualties
from an enemy that is powerful, accomplished, educated,
and determined not only to separate church from state
but also religion from politics.

I have noted elsewhere that with regard to Christians
and culture, it seems like we have only a limited number
of choices:

1. We can withdraw from the secular-political
world and concentrate on preparing souls for
the next one as so many have suggested. This
option would badly impoverish the nation.

2. We can resist by taking up arms in an at-
tempt to purge and remake the state in God’s
image—a terrifying option that all but the
most fervent extremists have opted to reject.

3. We might resist passively and nonviolently.
Like Ghandi or King, the Church could speak
out against the evils of the state and suffer—
even welcome—arrest, torture, and death.

4. We can resist, from within the political are-
na, what we find to be immoral and unjust
(whether practiced within the public or pri-
vate sectors). The Constitution guarantees
that, as citizens, we have a right to engage
in combat in the political arena: To concede
that “if we can’t join them—and we can’t join
them—we can beat them.”

If we embrace the latter, and as I suggested, I am not
certain that evangelical Christians will continue to do so
indefinitely into the future, then we need young believ-
ers who will run for office, run for political party lead-
ership, speak out and write editorials,
teach in colleges and universities,
even start colleges and universi-
ties, start professional schools,
and sponsor think tanks. While
this kind of Christian activities
scares the pants
off of some in and

“Beware the
politically
obsessed.

They are

often bright and
interesting, but
they have something
missing in their natures;
there is a hole, an empty
place, and they use poli-
tics to fill it up. It leaves
them somehow mis-
shapen.” —Peggy
Noonan
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out of the Church, it seems to me to be quintessentially
American. And fortunately America provides Christian
citizens a way to impact the culture positively without step-
ping outside of our obligation to honor the government.

Serious students of God’s Word will recognize that
there is an intersection between politics and governing
and our responsibility as believers. It is not a connection
invented by the so-called Christian Right in the late twen-
tieth century.

The Old Testament describes man’s original relation-
ship with God, man’s fall from God’s favor and fellow-
ship, and the impact of God’s wrath upon the apex of His
creation, mankind (Gen. 1-3). As a consequence of the
Fall, man inherited a nature inclined toward sin (Rom.
5:12-21). Thus, man was in serious need of governing
and law. In the Pentateuch, God governed directly and/
or articulated His law through His prophets. But increas-
ingly throughout the Old Testament, the prophets as-
sumed a tremendous amount of authority to govern and
to interpret the law.

By the time the New Testament was written, the
Jewish people had participated in many of history’s most
important empires: Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, Persia, and
Greece. The New Testament provides a glimpse, through
the lenses of these Jewish authors, of the powerful
Roman Empire. When we read the Gospels, and Luke’s
book of Acts, we are privileged to watch the decisions of
many secular and religious leaders—and there is seri-
ous question which tyranny was worse. We also get to
see the importance of the law in the Roman Empire (and
note that the Romans had a fairly well-developed judicial
system of trial courts and even appellate “courts” avail-
able to Roman citizens). The on-going disputes between
the Pharisees and Sadducees offers an example of party
politics and at least a partial justification for separating
church and state.

But the New Testament provides more than a glimpse
into what life was like for the Jews and Gentiles under an
ancient empire. It tells us how God would have us live today.
Through the authors of the New Testament we learn that:

1. He commands us to love—indicating that
love fulfills all of the Old Testament’s laws
and rules (John 3:23-24, Rom. 13:8);

2. He requires us to pray for those in authority
so that we might lead quiet and peaceful lives
(1 Tim. 2:1-2);

3. Heprovideslegitimacyto existing governments—
and even legitimizes the authority of government
to punish with the sword (Rom. 13:1-7);

4. He says that, generally, it is our duty to obey
those in authority (Rom. 13:1-7, Matt. 22:21);

5. He also provides us with examples of those
who legitimately disobeyed authority when
rules would have them run afoul of God’s
commandments (Acts 4:16-20—and of
course they are buttressed by the Old
Testament examples of Shadrach, Meshach,
Abednego, and Daniel in Daniel 3 and 6).

The New Testament provides a sweeping presentation
of our duty to secular and ecclesiastical leadership and,
perhaps even ironically, illustrates why we have a greater
duty to obey those secular leaders in authority rather
than those in the Church who might wish to compel us to
taste not, touch not, drink not, etc, without a sound bibli-
cal basis (Col. 2:16-23).

Even though God’s Word is principally intended to
describe our relationship with Him through our Savior,
Jesus, it instructs us substantially as to how He would
have us operate in this world (as citizens of Heaven while
here on Earth) In fact, to be a serious student of God’s
Word requires us to be a student of politics at least at a
cursory level. If it is true that God ordained three institu-
tions for the benefit of man; the Family, the Church, and
Government, then it is important, if not imperative, that
in every generation there are some smart and educated
Christians who are experts in the field of government
and politics. Just as Christians have an increasingly sig-
nificant voice in philosophy, there should be committed
Christian believers in the scholarly study of politics.

Hence, there is one additional way for Christians
to be effective citizens without ever once filing to be in-
cluded on a ballot: as teachers and scholars in the field
of politics.

A major portion of this essay is supposed to be about
the academic study of politics for students who are con-
sidering which direction they might go when entering
college. I would like to do so by placing it within the con-
text of calling and citizenship.

As I have suggested above, I think that everyone in
the body of Christ has an obligation to be effective citi-
zens as a part of our reasonable service to Him. Some
undoubtedly will act on that responsibility by paying
attention to our government and seeking God’s wisdom
when it comes time to vote. They will raise their children,
pay their taxes, and do their best to obey good laws and
change bad ones.

Others will engage the political arena a bit more directly.
Some will play the role of the Old Testament prophets—
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lic critics of those
in power, hoping to hold
them accountable to God’s stan-
dards. Some will seek to be “kings”—
a general way of saying that they hope to hold
elected office (whether Dog Catcher or President).
Increasingly, some Christians will operate as “king-
makers”—they will not run for office, but will do their
best to elect people of like mind.

One might argue that there is at least one more way in
which Christians might be called into service—as scholars
who formally study political science for a living, and who
use their expertise to teach politics/government to students.
What does it mean to study and teach political science?

What is Politics?

I recall a conversation I had with a fellow graduate
student at the University of Notre Dame more than two
decades ago. He was a student in contemporary political
theory; I was focusing upon constitutional theory and law.
As such, we were both less than charitable toward the
name of our discipline, Political Science, primarily because
we did not believe that it best characterized the wide range
of study that fell under the discipline’s vast umbrella.

I suggested that the field of study might be better la-
beled as Government. He countered with an even better
suggestion. He noted that the more accurate label for the
broader field of study would be Politics. I agree.

If one looks at a variety of political dictionaries, a po-
litical encyclopedia, the ever-popular internet sites, or an
introductory political science textbook, one is likely to find

—George W. Bush

discipline of

e political

> science.!

A composite

of the many definitions might lead one

to conclude that political science is the study

of several things:

« The state and how it is governed;

» The various institutions of government;

o The effectiveness of government;

»  How power is transferred legitimately in par-
ticular governmental structures;

» Democracy (direct or representative; its origins
and effectiveness and what factors enhance or
restrict participation by “the people;”

» Who governs in the absence of democracy
(e.g, tyrants, elites, interest groups)?

« How do people behave politically (What fac-
tors stimulate particular kinds of political be-
havior? Are people rational actors who strive
to bring about their desired outcomes?

»  From where do the ideas that those involved
in politics come?

The distinction I identified above, between the study of
politics and the formal discipline of political science, is
an important if one hopes to trace out the origins of the
discipline. If one is talking about the former, then ours
is a very old discipline indeed. If one is asking about the
latter, then political science is a relatively new addition to
the modern social sciences.

For instance, in the Western tradition, one can cer-
tainly trace the study of politics back to the ancient
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Greeks—and even well before the famous studies au-
thored by Plato and Aristotle. Plato and Aristotle did
much to contribute to our understanding of politics.

Plato, in a variety of dialogues, used his mentor
Socrates to articulate many of his most important politi-
cal ideas, e.g, one’s duty to the polis (state or government).
He presupposes that one’s duty to the polis transcends
one’s claim to rights that might be asserted against the
polis. Further, he provides an evaluative hierarchy for
the various types of government in existence during his
lifetime. While he offers a critique of the argument that
those with the greater military or economic clout should

Many Christians became engaged in politics after
hearing the teaching of Francis Schaeffer but often
made the mistake of thinking that a political party,
Democrat or Republican, was the party for Christians.

hold power (or at least challenges the notion that might
makes right), he also offers an equally devastating critique
of democracy. Still, Plato’s treatment of politics is largely
from a philosophical framework. One might argue that
his greatest work of politics, The Republic, is not a politi-
cal treatise at all—it is hardly a blueprint for government.
Rather, it is an illustration to help Plato define justice.
Aristotle, Plato’s prize student, did provide a much
more systematic and direct discussion of politics. In his
work by that name, The Politics, Aristotle describes his
study of the world’s constitutions of government. He
finds that they all might be placed into three categories:
governments of the “one,” governments of the “few,” and
governments of the “many.” Further, he notes that within
each of these types of government, there are those who
are selfish and those who seek the common good. Thus,
he argues that governments of the one can be identi-
fied either as tyrannies or monarchies depending upon
whether the leader in charge was selfish or commons
regarding (i.e, one that looked out for the interests of the
people). Similarly, governments ruled by the few are ei-
ther oligarchies or aristocracies. And, of course, the same
thing holds true when a state is governed by the many.
Aristotle holds when the state is governed by a selfish
people, it is a democracy. Alternatively, when it is gov-
erned by a commons regarding people, it is a polity.
Hence, it is obvious that the study of politics
emerged from philosophy. It is the important
study of “political philosophy” or “political the-
ory.” Consequently, some of the seminal work
in analyzing politics is offered by philosophers.
St. Augustine’s work offers a seminal argument ad-
dressing the ways in which religion and politics should
be separate—and the ways in which they intersect or
overlap. Niccolo Machiavelli's The Prince discussed



economic, social, and military policy
and their impact upon government.
British social contract thinkers
Thomas Hobbes and John Locke pro-
vided very different critiques of clas-
sical republican thought in favor of
what has been described as classical
liberalism as a remedy for the con-
sequences of a hypothetical “state
of nature.” Georg W.F. Hegel pro-
vided a comprehensive evaluation of
politics in his work, The Philosophy
of Right, and Karl Marx’s economic
philosophy, perhaps unintentionally,
gave birth to a form of communism
that would prove devastating to mil-
lions around the world. And in eigh-
teenth century America a group of
politically active thinkers like John
Adams, Alexander Hamilton, James
Madison, and Thomas Jefferson bor-
rowed heavily from their theoretical
predecessors to put together a po-
litical theory articulated in the form
of a statement of separation from
Great Britain, “The Declaration of
Independence.” The theory was built
upon seven basic principles:

» That there are self-
evident truths;

« That all men are created equal;

« That they are endowed
by their Creator with
unalienable rights;

« That among these are
life, liberty, and the pur-
suit of happiness;

« That it is the duty of gov-
ernment to affirmatively
protect these rights;

« That governments derive their
legitimacy from the consent
of the governed; and, finally,

» When government fails to
accomplish these ends, it
is the right of the people
to alter or abolish it.

Several years later, in defense of the
proposed United States Constitution,
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Hamilton, Madison, and Jay authored a series of papers
defending constitutional republican government in
America, The Federalist Papers.

Thus, it is evident that the study of politics emerged
from ancient philosophy and that throughout history
the world was blessed with important political thinkers.
The study of politics is very old indeed. In the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, however, there was a movement
afoot suggesting that politics should be studied like a
science—that there might be an objective way to look at
constitutions and governments, so that politics was not
simply the analysis of particular political personalities or
the presentation of comprehensive political theories.

One might argue that the modern discipline of po-
litical science was born in the mid-to-late 1800s. During
the latter half of the nineteenth century several events
occurred to create this new discipline. For example,
Francis Lieber was named Professor of Political Science
at Columbia College in 1858.1n 1876, the Johns Hopkins
University created the study of History and Politics.
Columbia University, under the direction of John Burgess,
formed the School of Political Science in 1880. Between
1880 and early twentieth century, a number of universi-
ties founded political science journals. Too, a small num-
ber of colleges and universities created separate political
science departments, and American universities began to
offer the doctorate in the field.

From this genesis in the late nineteenth century, a
full-fledged academic discipline emerged. A national
organization, the American Political Science Association
(APSA), emerged in 1903. The APSA served to promote
the organization by hosting an annual national conven-
tion, and by providing opportunities for political scien-
tists—professional teachers of politics—to have a conver-
sation about the discipline. It also developed a committee
structure to offer some rudimentary governance to the
organization and, therefore, indirectly to the discipline.

Shortly thereafter, the APSA sponsored an academic
journal, the American Political Science Review (APSR).
The APSR serves as the flagship journal in political sci-
ence ready to showcase the best scholarship in the field
that might emerge through the peer-review process.

For the next several decades, the discipline of po-
litical science continued to grow across the colleges and
universities in the United States. More institutions of-
fered programs in political scientist. Consequently, they
hired a larger number of jobs to political scientists. More
universities offered advanced degrees in the field there-
fore increasing the number of Ph.D.s.

Although the discipline continued to grow, it was not
free from disputation. For example, there were some po-
litical scientists who maintained that the purpose of the

discipline was to prepare political activists or train col-
lege students, generally, in public affairs and citizenship
(what might be similar to the call to prepare students for
“civic engagement” that is so popular today). Others in-
sisted that, primarily, political scientists were scholars
who should do cutting edge work within the broader
study of politics.

Moreover, even within the camp of those who urged
political scientists to prepare scholarship, there were sig-
nificant methodological disputes and debates about how
to subdivide the burgeoning field of study. For instance,
the discipline largely emerged as an extended study
of “comparative politics” looking largely at the differ-
ences between politics in the United States and Europe.
Increasingly, political scientists began to focus on
“American politics” and the vast array of research ques-
tions available for study in the United States. Further, a
considerable number of those in the discipline empha-
sized the study of political theory/philosophy with an aim
toward understanding and explaining the great books in
the study of politics (e.g, the list of political philosophers
identified above).

Many in the field used the case study as their prin-
ciple methodological tool. Other political scientists re-
jected the great books and case study methods in favor of
what they believed to be the more sophisticated scientific
methodological approaches used in other social sciences
like psychology (e.g, Behaviorists) and economics (ratio-
nal choice theorists). Accordingly, they tried to use an
extensive literature review to form a testable hypothesis;
they tried to draw from an increasingly larger number
of methodological strategies to find the appropriate way
to test the hypothesis; and, finally, they made an effort
to write up the findings so that future political scientists
might replicate and build upon the results.

Today, political science has become an increasingly
specialized discipline. Since it emerged as an addition to
the modern social sciences in the late nineteenth centu-
ry, political science divided into several of the standard
subfields one might find at many colleges and universi-
ties. As I mentioned above, American Politics became
a large subfield distinguishable from Comparative
Politics (although the latter remains as a standard with-
in the discipline). International Politics is an important
component of the discipline particularly as political sci-
entists started to study countries outside of the United
States and Europe. And, of course, Political Theory re-
mains the cornerstone of the discipline, though some-
times to the chagrin of those who might emphasize the
“science” in political science.

The movement toward specialization has pushed
beyond the boundaries of the standard subfields of
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American Politics, Comparative Politics, International
Politics, and Political Theory. At many of our outstand-
ing universities graduate students in political science are
trained in Political Economics or Political Psychology.
They study Public Administration and Public Law. In
American Politics they might focus upon Political Ethics
or the Politics of Women. And, while quite a number
of political theorists still study the classic thinkers, oth-
ers engage the modern political theorists of the twen-
tieth century like Strauss, Arendt, Habermas, Pocock,
Marcuse, Rawls, Nozick, and the like.

Political science is indeed a discipline of contrasts.
In many respects its roots are in ancient philosophy.
Alternatively, it is a relatively modern social science.
And while many institutions of higher education might
teach some very basic courses in the discipline, clustering
around the larger subfields identified above, many uni-
versities will offer a vast array of courses that reflect the
increased specialization in the field.

As 1 suggested above, it is more accurate to think
of the discipline as the study of politics. Hence, like
so many other fields of study, it is almost impossible
for any one political scientist to fully master the disci-
pline—anymore than any one person could master the
study of politics itself.

Political science is not like some academic disciplines
where Christians might be automatically wary about
participating therein. For example, some believers might
be suspicious about the study of biology-particularly if
taught exclusively through the lenses of an evolution-
ary framework (specifically when “evolution” becomes
a philosophy/theology and scientists take on the role of
advocates for that philosophy). Others might miscon-
strue the second chapter of Colossians to be a warning
by Paul to steer clear of philosophy. Despite the fact that
many mothers warned their children that the two things
we should not discuss in polite company are religion
and politics, there is nothing, per se, that should deter
Christians from political science.

One concern might be the fear of indoctrination by
professors in many of the outstanding political science
departments across the United States. Again, this prob-
lem might be more acute in other fields. When I took phi-
losophy as an undergraduate, my professor told the class
that the ancient question about whether individuals have
souls that are independent from the mind had been fully
answered. He stated, without equivocation, that anything
that one might consider to be a “soul” is simply the re-
sult of physical activity within the brain. Hence, he noted,

science has demonstrated that there really is no soul.
I was not a Christian at the time, but even I was dubi-
ous of this very arrogant conclusion. There are also now
a number of articles, books, and films that identify the
stranglehold that evolutionary theory has over all of the
sciences—and the consequences that students and even
faculty face when they challenge the dominant para-
digm. Evidence of this sort tends to support the concern
held by some parents that their children will face indoc-
trination when they go to college.

Such is also the case in the social sciences (disciplines
like political science, anthropology, sociology, and history).
Several years ago, survey data of professors from a num-
ber of major political science departments revealed that
90-plus percent were registered Democrats and self-iden-
tified liberals/progressives. It is not just that the professors
hold positions associated with those on the Left, it is also
the intensity with which they hold them—and their will-
ingness to proclaim them boldly to their students.

I have been to many a meeting with political scien-
tists, pre-law advisors, or those working in law schools
who nearly always fall on the same side of a given politi-
cal issue. Furthermore, they discuss the issue with a cer-
tainty that assumes there is no other competing point of
view. Thus, the concern that young Christians might be
indoctrinated or otherwise face some sort of retaliation
for challenging the professor’s point of view is presump-
tively one that cannot be dismissed out-of-hand.

And, of course, there is another concern that
Christian students share with everyone who might con-
sider majoring in political science: Can someone who
majors in political science get a job? For years I attend-
ed an annual “Major Fair” at my previous institution.
During this festival, all of the academic departments
would set up booths in the Union Ballroom. Some of
the disciplines would set up elaborate displays to make
their programs appear more attractive to prospective
students. To entice students to come, the university held
drawings for prizes during the event. We provided food
and beverages. We invited juniors and seniors from the
local high schools to come so that they might start to
consider their future majors.

I'would sit at my more modest booth advertising pro-
grams in political science, philosophy, and information
about pre-law advising. I had brochures on the univer-
sity’s nationally-ranked mock trial team and moot court
team. I was prepared to share much of the information
that I presented above about our major.

Invariably, however, the first question I was asked
was, “So, what can I do with a degree in political science?”
Although it was frustrating to answer the same question
over and over, and I suspect that the folks in the next
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booth had memorized my answer and could recite it as
well I as might have, in an age when it seems that the
primary purpose of attending a college or university is
to prepare for a job, it is probably a fair question. I am
guessing that you might be asking the same question,
and wonder why I have taken so long to at least raise the
subject (one I will address further below).

One final concern is the “scientific” component in
political science. As I indicated above, over the last cen-
tury nearly every serious political science department re-
quires its students to be familiar with how to construct a

research design—to move beyond descriptive papers
(or those that simply construct an argu-

ment) to papers where the

writer uses his or

60 7’am

knowledge of the existing literature to develop hypoth-
eses or testable questions. Even some political theory
professors will ask students to present their analysis
of a thinker through the structure of a research design.
Further, graduates from most of these departments will
know at least some of the basic methodologies necessary
to test these hypotheses and analyze data.

This requirement often comes as a serious shock to
even the brightest students, who are used to writing papers
where they identify an issue that they wish to discuss (e.g,
the death penalty); then they take a position on the issue
(e.g, capital punishment is wrong); finally, they go out and
find authorities that support their point of view. Such stu-
dents often think that rigorous research is discussing au-
thors from both sides of the issue (the standard descriptive
paper). Preparing a research design is often difficult for
even the smartest students to do because it is so much
different from what they have typically
been asked to do in a history or
civics class.
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While there might be a number of reasons for a
Christian student to be concerned about a concentration
in political science/government/politics, there are more
than enough reasons to do so. These would include the
very solid biblical reasons identified above as well as
some important secular considerations (ah, the “Can I get
ajob?” answer).

Previously, I noted that although political science is a
relatively new academic discipline within the social sci-
ences, the study of politics is very old. I briefly mentioned
a few of the famous western political thinkers, beginning
with Plato.

Political science also offers one of the best liberal arts
educations one might find in a university setting. One
will have an opportunity to study everything from Plato
and Aristotle to sophisticated quantitative methods. One
can concentrate on any of the many general and special-
ized subfields that I discussed in the first section.

Increasingly there is the dilemma in higher education
over the need to provide our students with a general or
liberal arts education at the same time most departments
are asking for a greater number of hours to provide qual-
ity major programs of study. Both sides are right.

There is so much information that we think our
students need to know so that they might be generally
educated. Most universities expect their students to dem-
onstrate competencies in writing, mathematics, and gov-
ernment/history. They want their students exposed to art,
literature, philosophy, science, and social sciences. Some
now expect students to take courses in ethics, leadership,
diversity, and perform some form of service learning. It
is tougher and tougher to do that within the boundaries
of the 30 to 40 hours many schools require for general
education.

Likewise, many departments are requiring an increas-
ing number of hours to complete their majors. They insist
that the knowledge one needs to “major” in a given field
has exploded over the previous decades. It is true. Even
non-technological fields like history simply have much
more ground to cover. I use a book in Constitutional Law
that is several thousand pages (actually two volumes of
the same soft-cover book; there is no way we read it all in
the semester, but I need the entire book to cover all of the
cases). I kid students about what a constitutional law book
must have looked like prior to 1945 (skinny!).

Thus, one of the problems in contemporary higher
education is how to provide an excellent broad-based ed-
ucation and not shortchange the major courses of study.
Political science provides a way to accomplish both goals.
To enjoy a full and rich major in the discipline actually

enhances one’s general education.

Ah, but what about the $64,000 question? What can
I do with a degree in political science? How will a degree
in political science help me get a job when I leave school?
Here is what I told folks at the aforementioned Major
Fests. If you are looking for a major that will prepare you
for a specific job, e.g, to program computers, to work in
respiratory therapy, to serve as a corrections officer or a
nurse, then political science will not prepare you. But it is
my experience that most employers want students who
can think, speak, and write. If they can find a smart em-
ployee, they will teach him or her all the particulars of
a specific job. A good political science program will en-
hance your ability to think, speak, and write.

As a result, [ have watched our graduates step into a
variety of jobs. Some go on to graduate school and study
to become political scientists. Some go to graduate pro-
grams in a form of practical politics so that they might
have the training necessary to manage political cam-
paigns and work for political parties. Some enter gradu-
ate programs in public policy or public administration. I
have former students who, for all intents and purposes,
run cities and towns. Others enter into other forms of
public life working in a wide variety of government jobs
at the local, state, or national level. Still others find jobs
in the private sector: they work in corporations, they own
their own businesses, they are officers in the military,
they are in sales, they work as journalists (print, radio,
and television), they are ministers, and the like. And, of
course, many go on to law school. As Chair of the Pre-
Law Advisors’ National Council, I have a particular pas-
sion for this career field and could likely write another
essay on why political science is simply an unbeatable
“pre-law” major (an argument I raise often with law
school admissions representatives).

Hopefully, in this brief presentation I was able to do
justice to an important academic discipline. It will be al-
most impossible for you to avoid “poly sci” when you go
to school. Fortunately, that is because so many universi-
ties are recognizing the importance of educated people
knowing something about government and politics.

It is also important to study politics for another rea-
son. Even though political science is an academic disci-
pline with serious expectations of it scholars, it has never
fully gotten away from its purpose to help prepare citi-
zens and, further, those who would be active in the po-
litical process (just as historians, economists, and others
shoulder some of that obligation).

In case any of you are confused, I was not elected to
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the United States Senate. Senator Hatch is now in his sixth
term, and I am still teaching politics to college students.

I did have one more entry into the political arena.
Based upon my performance during the 2000 Senate cam-
paign, a group of citizens asked me to run as a candidate
for Vice Chair of the Utah Republican Party. That meant
another full-scale statewide campaign to more than 3,000
delegates. After I prayed about it, I agreed to run. This time,
however, I was not entering the race to call attention to an
issue or to otherwise make a point. [ wanted to win. I ran
in a tandem with a former candidate for governor. We put
together a coalition of grass roots supporters from across
the state. We prepared for a showdown against the heavy
favorites for Chair and Vice Chair.

All of this work paid dividends. At the state conven-
tion, featuring the keynote speaker, Vice President Dick
Cheney, we campaigned and presented our speeches.
When the ballots were counted, we lost the bid for Chair,
but I was elected Vice Chair (meaning that two different
“factions” within the Party each captured one of the top-
two prizes). To recount the range of experiences that I en-
joyed in this party office would require another essay, but
once again, | had the chance to marry the theoretical—the
things I would teach in class—with the practical (“okay,
that's what the book says, but here’s how it really works”).

I did have one experience in party leadership that
made me appreciate the role of the scholar-teacher in
helping to foment civic engagement. I would often be
asked to attend large fund raising events as Vice Chair.
At one particular event, I was at a large round din-
ner table with about eight to ten party activists and “fat
cats.” One started to share how much he always disliked
politics until he took a freshman-level American Politics
class at his university from a particular professor. It turns
out that several of the others also were apathetic about
politics or actively disliked the subject until they, too, took
a course from the same professor.

It served as a good wake-up call for me as to the im-
portance of those of us who teach these basic, required in-
troductory courses. They might serve as the light bulb mo-
ment for so many students who previously had no interest
in politics or government. I hope that you might have the
chance to take a class from a dedicated, passionate, excel-
lent political scientist. It might serve as a source of inspira-
tion for you—a call to the importance of citizenship.

For those of you who already love the subject, I hope
that you might view the study of politics as a calling—as
away to serve the LORD. If so, it can become your contri-
bution to the kingdom of God—and you will be as excited
about your work as any other area of ministry.

—Frank Guliuzza 111
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ENDNOTES

1 To put together the background information on political sci-
ence, I borrowed from some of the works cited in the brief bib-
liography at the end of the essay and other materials produced
by the American Political Science Association. I also looked at
some of the sources that a student might use should he or she
wish to find out about the discipline.
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Psychology Before
Modern Psychology

Herman Ebbinghaus, a pioneer in memory research,
once quipped, “Psychology has a long past, but only a
short history.” Though the current approach to the field
goes back just 150 years, systematic reflection and writ-
ing on the nature of human beings have been going on
for more than two millennia. The ancient Greek philoso-
pher, Aristotle, for example, carefully described many
aspects of the soul, including its sensing, thinking, feel-
ing, and remembering. Even the Bible makes reference
to psychological topics, though less systematically. A few
centuries later, great Christian thinkers began devot-
ing their attention to a variety of psychological issues—
Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Julian of Norwich, and
Calvin—some more philosophically, some more theolog-
ically, and some more practically, but while influenced
by ancient Greek and Roman philosophers, their psycho-
logical reflections were based on a Christian worldview
and influenced most by the Bible.

Modern Psychology

Impressed by the accomplishments of the natu-
ral sciences (astronomy, physics, and chemistry) and
discouraged by the religious conflicts of the 1600s,
Western intellectuals in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries became increasingly convinced that disagree-
ments between people could not be resolved by appeal
to Scripture and church teachings, but only by rational
argument and empirical evidence gained through well-
designed experiments and evaluated with careful mea-
surement and mathematics. They sought a sure, objec-
tive foundation for universal knowledge which all people
could use to settle intellectual disputes. Signifying this
shift, philosophers like Descartes, Locke, and Kant wrote
on psychological topics, but they only used philosophical
arguments that appeared neutral with respect to religion,
since they did not rely explicitly on their Christian beliefs.
These thinkers paved the way for a new kind of psychol-
ogy that was entirely secular.

Three other influences contributed to the birth of
what came to be known as modern psychology: research
on sensation and the brain, the theory of evolution, and
the measurement of mental abilities. In the 1800s natu-
ral science methods came to be applied to human life
and experience. Investigators began studying the human
senses and their limits and how brain damage compro-
mised language and thinking abilities. Darwin’s On the
Origin of Species was published in 1859, and to intellec-
tuals eager to leave behind Christian beliefs, it seemed
to offer an intellectually satisfying account of human

Interest in Sigmund Freud’s (1856-1939)
psychoanalytic theories grew after his
publication of The Interpretation of
Dreams in 1899.

Freud’s approach

is considered

the first comp-

rehensive

modern

theory of

human

personality.

origins based on empirical evidence that required no ap-
peal to the activity of a Creator God. Coming to believe
that natural selection favored the fit, in the late 1800s
interest grew in individual intellectual abilities, and re-
searchers devised tests and statistics to measure the com-
petitive differences between people. Such influences fit
well with the growing allegiance to a purely naturalistic
worldview that came to characterize modernism.

The first psychology laboratory was established by
Wilhelm Wundt at the University of Leipzig in 1879.
This is commonly seen as the birth of modern psychol-
ogy, a secular version based exclusively on natural sci-
ence methods, which were believed to provide a sure
foundation that would yield universal (that is, religious-
ly neutral) psychological knowledge. One of the first
Americans to travel to Europe to study this psychology
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was William James. He published a definitive review of
the field in 1890, called The Principles of Psychology, in
which he declared that “psychology is a natural science.”
The American Psychological Association (APA) was
formed two years later.

Modern psychology quickly became the only rec-
ognized approach for understanding individual hu-
man beings in American universities, a dominance that
has continued to the present. Reflecting the norms of
the natural sciences, the goal of modern psychology is
the description, explanation, and prediction of human
brain function, behavior, and thought, all from a secu-
lar standpoint. Over the past hundred years the field has
flourished as investigators have used an ever-expanding
set of experimental and statistical techniques to explore
ever-expanding areas of human nature, including physi-
ology, neuroscience, sensation and perception, cognition
(memory, reasoning, problem-solving, and intelligence),
human development, motivation, personality, psychopa-
thology, psychotherapy, and social influence and rela-
tionships. More research than you care to read has been
published on such diverse topics as color blindness, the
importance of bonding relationships in infancy (called
attachments), the role of the neurotransmitter serotonin
in depression, the formation of long-term memories, the
relation between violence in media and aggressive be-
havior, the best counseling skills, and the dysfunction of
group dynamics. At this point the amount of information
amassed in a
single sub-
discipline
of the
field is
enor-
mous,
and the

value of most of this research is self-evident.

Given the influence of postmodernism of late across
the academy, one might expect contemporary psycholo-
gy to be moving away from its modernist roots. However,
the American Psychological Association is in some ways
still strengthening them. In a recent blueprint for under-
graduate education, the APA makes the case that psy-
chology programs should continue to emphasize empiri-
cal research since it considers psychology to be a STEM
discipline (STEM = Science, Technology, Engineering,
Mathematics).

Overview of Modern Psychology

To understand the voluminous and diverse findings of
modern psychology, we will consider some of the major
models of the person that have developed in modern psy-
chology, as well as representative theorists of each view.

Sigmund Freud developed the psychoanalytic ap-
proach, credited as being the first comprehensive mod-
ern theory of human personality. According to Freud,
personality can be divided into levels of conscious-
ness (conscious, preconscious, and unconscious) and
into three structures, the id (the unconscious realm of
primitive desires), ego (the conscious personality), and
superego (the realm of conscience, morality, and so-
cial pressure). Adults unconsciously seek to reduce the
tension created by the conflicting desires of the id and
superego. To achieve a state of intrapsychic reduction
of tension (equilibrium), Freud proposed the existence

of a number of defense mechanisms including
projection, denial, and repression, which keep
disturbing thoughts out of awareness. One
objectionable feature of this model is the ex-
tent to which it assumes unconscious activ-
ity, which is difficult to measure objectively.

Used in cognitive psychology to investigate per-
ception in the brain, the Ebbinghaus lllusion dis-
plays two dots surrounded by larger or smaller
circles. Our brains have difficulty perceiving that
the orange dots are actually the same size.
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Modern psychology was born when Wilhelm Wundt
(1832-1920) established the first psychology laboratory
at the University of Leipzig in Germany. Wundt is called
the “father of experimental psychology.”

In order to uncover unconscious thoughts, feelings, and
impulses, psychoanalysis uses free association (saying
whatever comes to one’s mind), projective tests (like the
Rorschach ink blot test), and most important to Freud
himself, dream analysis. Freud’s most controversial theo-
ry was his model of psychosexual stages of development.
Though rejected by many in the field today, the con-
cepts of Oedipal complex and the oral, anal, phallic and
genital stages are well-known and still discussed. Freud
believed individuals are supposed to move through the
stages without becoming fixated. Fixation at a particular
stage results in corresponding adult personality prob-
lems. His most important contribution was the develop-
ment of psychoanalysis to heal people from psychologi-
cal problems. Freudian psychoanalysis placed the client
on a couch with the therapist behind and out of sight.
It often took months or years, and focused on uncover-
ing unresolved issues in the unconscious. Over the years,
serious criticisms have been leveled against his theory
and therapy, even by some of his followers. For instance,

Erikson, Horney, and Adler criticized Freud for placing
too much emphasis on the impact of the first few years
of life on personality development, for presenting an
overly negative view of human nature, and for overem-
phasizing the role of biological factors in development.

Rejecting the notion of unconscious drives and mo-
tivations, John Watson and later B.F. Skinner proposed
that psychology focus strictly on overt behavior in order
for it to be an objective science, along the lines of the
natural sciences. Behaviorism asserted that the behav-
ior of all organisms, including humans, is caused and
maintained by two types of simple, associative learning.
Classical conditioning involves pairing a new stimulus
(like a bell) with an unlearned stimulus (like food), so that
the new stimulus produces the same behavior as the un-
learned stimulus does (salivation). Operant conditioning
is even simpler: it uses a stimulus (called a reinforcement
or a punishment) to shape behaviors in desired direc-
tions. Operant conditioning is used in animal training
and throughout human life (e.g, getting paid for work is
an example of reinforcement).

Reacting against the determinism of the psycho-
analytic and behaviors perspectives, the humanistic ap-
proach focused on the healthy side of the human per-
sonality and emphasized growth, human freedom and
responsibility, and the experience of the individual in the
present. Carl Rogers developed the “person-centered” ap-
proach to therapy. Rogers believed that all people natu-
rally develop towards health and fulfillment, to the ex-
tent possible given the barriers in life. The therapist’s job
is to establish a healthy relationship with the client that
provides unconditional positive regard, genuineness, and
empathy, which enable the client to resolve their own
problems.

Social learning theorists made the behaviorist model
more humane by explaining how people’s expectations
and values of reinforcements assist in the prediction of
human behavior. Albert Bandura’s research found that
humans can learn behavior without being reinforced,
but just by observing the behavior of others.

Jean Piaget developed a comprehensive and influ-
ential theory of cognitive development. Piaget described
two basic mental processes that cause change in all hu-
man understanding: assimilation (forming a new mental
schema based on new information) and accommodation
(fitting new information into an established schema). He
also described the global changes that occur in children’s
understanding as they pass through four stages of cogni-
tive development. He discovered that children of differ-
ent ages comprehend the world with qualitatively differ-
ent “systems of understanding,” leading in adolescence
to the ability to reason using formal logic.
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In spite of its amazing accomplishments in its short
history, questions need to be raised about the limitations of
modern psychology and its current dominance in the field.
Postmodern and cross-cultural psychologists, for example,
have questioned the possibility of developing a universal
science of human beings that applies to all people for all
time in all cultures and have criticized most contemporary
psychological research for being too westernized and fo-
cused on the individual.

But modern psychologists themselves acknowledge
the challenges they face. Most of psychology is concerned
with intangible aspects of human life that cannot be di-
rectly observed and measured. For example, a psychologi-
cal researcher might collect observable, measurable data
from the performance of 100 people on an intelligence
test, but the real focus of interest is the people’s intelligence,
which is intangible. The observable data is necessarily one
step removed from the actual intangible object of the re-
search. Contemporary psychology research takes such
matters into account mathematically and by replicating
previous studies, but this “gap” between the data and the
object of psychological interest keeps psychologists from
claiming absolute certitude about their findings and the
conclusions they can draw from them. Even more prob-
lematic, all psychological science involves making some
assumptions that cannot be empirically proven (Koch,
1981). For instance, in order to investigate the process of
becoming a mature person, one must have some under-
standing of what a mature human looks like, and different
communities disagree about their maturity ideals.

Some contemporary psychologists have also criticized
modern psychology’s reliance on natural science methods
(see Martin, Sugarman, & Thompson, 2003). They point
out that some psychological features of human beings,
such as human freedom, cannot properly be described
just using the methods of the natural sciences. As a result,
it is necessary to use human science methods as well, for
example, narrative, ethnographic, and phenomenological
(Creswell, 2007).

The Christian faith has its own set of concerns about
modern psychology. To begin with, while Christians af-
firm that knowledge can be gained through the scientific
method, there is a greater recognition that human fini-
tude and fallenness impose restrictions on our pursuit for
knowledge, regardless of our research methods. In fact,
the human (or social) sciences are especially susceptible to
what has been called the “noetic effects of sin,” the distort-
ing effects of sin on human understanding and research
(see Moroney, 1999). Such assumptions should lead
Christians to be humble about their own psychological

claims, but also to develop a “hermeneutic of suspicion” re-
garding psychologies based on distorted worldviews, like
naturalism, which allow for no reference to God or the su-
pernatural. Religious neutrality is a modern myth (Clouser,
2005). From a Christian standpoint, one cannot exclude
God in the study of the images of God. Modern psycholo-
gy, therefore, dramatically misinterprets the transcendent,
God-oriented nature of human beings and views human
life solely instrumentally and adaptively. For instance, it
has been common in modern psychology to see concepts
such as agape-love, altruism, free will, and belief in God
treated as illusions and considered to be merely chemical
processes in the brain that are a function of social experi-
ences. (This is an example of reductionism, especially com-
mon among adherents of naturalism, a view that reduces
all unique, higher-level human experience and activity to
lower-level natural processes that humans have in com-
mon with the rest of the natural world.)

To understand better the impact of worldview as-
sumptions on one’s psychology, let us consider the fol-
lowing hypothetical interaction from the standpoint of
naturalism and Christianity. During a conversation Jesse
tells Jacob he doesn’t have the money he needs to fix his
car and get to work the following week. Jacob tells Jesse
he would like to give him the money he needs, and he
does not care if Jesse pays it back. Jesse expresses his
gratitude repeatedly, takes the money, and they part
ways. Believing that all human actions are fundamental-
ly motivated by self-interest, an adherent of naturalism
will interpret the interaction accordingly, for example,
saying that Jacob’s action was an attempt to hold power
over Jesse for a future favor, whereas Jesse’s response
was merely a kind of ingratiation, performed in the
hope of gaining more resources from Jacob in the fu-
ture. Because of the Christian doctrine of sin, a Christian
might agree that motives of crass self-interest could be at
work. However, believing also that humans are created in
God's image, there is also the possibility that this interac-
tion manifested human virtue, where Jacob’s action was a
sincere attempt to give sacrificially to another and Jesse’s
response was a grateful reaction to Jacob’s altruism. Such
interpretive differences will decidedly affect the kind of
empirical investigation the respective psychologists con-
duct and what they look for.

Modern psychology has yielded great gains in our
understanding of many aspects of human nature, but we
know now that the quest for a sure foundation for uni-
versal human knowledge that led to the development of
modern psychology was misguided. “Foundationalism
has failed, but [this] does not lead to the opposite errors
of relativism or skepticism. We must begin with faith”
(MacIntyre, 1990, p. 42).



192

VocaTIO

All human knowledge is founded on basic beliefs
that cannot be proven to the satisfaction of skeptics
(Plantinga, 1983). Likewise, all psychological knowledge
entails unproven assumptions and begins with faith. The
Dutch theologian and prime minister Abraham Kuyper
(1898) argued that the enlightening effects of regenera-
tion on Christians ought to lead to two kinds of human
science: one based on naturalism, that considers the way
humans are now to be normal, and the other based on
Christianity, that considers the way humans are now to
be tragically compromised by human sin and alienation
from God, and therefore needing regeneration.

How would a distinctly Christian psychol-
ogy differ from modern psychology?
It would flow from a Christian
anthropology (model of hu-
manity): all human beings
are created in the image
of God but they currently
exist in a fallen condition,
alienated from their Creator, and their psychologi-
cal capacities are accordingly compromised. However,
through faith in Christ, humans become reconciled to
their Creator, a triune God who has begun a partial res-
toration of their psychological capacities that is realized
in Christian community and will be perfected in the age
to come. The Scriptures give us some divinely inspired
psychological knowledge (but not all the psychological
knowledge God has), so the Bible has a primary role to
play in a Christian psychology, along with the work of
Christian thinkers and ministers over the centuries.

The goal for the Christian psychologist is to think
about humans like God does. Because God has not re-
vealed everything he knows about humans in the Bible,
Christian psychologists will need to do their own re-
search and they will also want to learn all that they can
from modern psychology. For example, they will use all
valid methods to study human beings, and natural sci-
ence methods have proven their worth. However, their
knowledge of, consent to, and love-relationship with
God will provide the ultimate context for their use of all
psychological methods and practices (Coe & Hall, 2010).
“Recognizing God is required for the most comprehensive
psychology” (Johnson, 1997, p. 16). In addition, believing

One of the weaknesses of Freud’s psychoanalytical
model is the extent to which it assumes unconscious
activity, which is difficult to measure. Along with free
association and dream analysis, the Rorschach inkblot
test has been used to try to detect a subject’s underlying
thought processes.

that all humans are made in God’s image and confident
that God’s creation grace is the source of all good in cul-
ture and science, Christians should expect that modern
psychologists will discover plenty of psychological
knowledge and contribute to
many worthwhile
activities (e.g, the
mental health
system). But
their faith also
leads them

to expect

that
there
will be Y
distor-

tions in their psychology, the
closer the psychological topic is to
the central issues of human life (Brunner,
1946). To cite just one example, belief in
God (or at least the divine) is ubiquitous among
humans, yet psychology of religion is marginalized in
modern psychology, showing up in few “Introduction to
Psychology” textbooks.

Christians in psychology therefore must work to-
wards a psychology that is thoroughly Christian. This
means, first, creatively engaging in psychological theory-
building that is foundationally and explicitly Christian.
Not only will this honor God, but it will give us a more
accurate and complete picture of human beings. For in-
stance, classic social psychology studies on conformity
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and obedience have frequently focused on how these
features of social life can lead to negative consequences
such as aggression, also a concern to Christians. However,
with Christian assumptions of human nature Christians
may more readily recognize the
positive role conformity
and obedience can
play in establishing
and maintaining
order in culture.
Some
Christian

psychol-
ogy
theory-
build-
° ing has begun regarding the
emotions (Elliott, 2006; Roberts,
2008), personality (Spiedell, 2002),

Christian postformal cognitive development
(Johnson, 1996), happiness (Charry, 2010), and
Seren Kierkegaard's psychology (Evans, 1990).

Second, this means doing empirical research that
is grounded in the Christian faith, for example, study-
ing the attribution beliefs of Christians, indwelling sin,
stages of spiritual development, the identity and self-
representations (like old self/new self) of Christians,
true shame and guilt, Christian perfectionism, same-
sex attraction and gender disorders, and so on, all from
a Christian perspective. So far Christian psychologists
have begun to investigate just a few psychological topics

like beliefs about sin (Watson, Morris, Loy, Hamrick, &
Grizzle, 2007), beliefs about grace (Sisemore, et al, 2010;
Watson, et al, 2010), Christian wisdom (Kwon, 2009),
distinctly Christian therapy (Aten, Hook, Johnson, &
Worthington, 2011), Christian postformal cognitive de-
velopment (Johnson, 1998), and Christian self-represen-
tation (Johnson & Kim, unpublished manuscript).

Finally, this means developing distinctly Christian
models of counseling and psychotherapy. More work
has probably been done by Christians in this area of psy-
chology than any. For example, there are models of trans-
formational psychology (Coe & Hall, 2010), Catholic psy-
chotherapy (Dilsaver, 2009; Zeiders, 2004), Orthodox
psychotherapy (Chrysostomos, 2007), Reformed coun-
seling and psychotherapy (Johnson, 2007), and
many others.

Yet Christian psychology should not and need not
do everything itself. So it is very interested in the work
of modern psychology. Wherever modern psycholo-
gists have done good work (that is, work that is not very
distorted by secularism), Christians should receive it
with gratitude (1Tim. 4:4-6). As Kuyper (1898) has said,
“What has been well done by one need not be done again
by you” (p. 159). This probably applies to most of modern
psychology.

At the same time, in another sense, what is left out
is everything (the triune God and his salvation and a
Christian anthropology)! So, just how much a modern,
secular perspective is distorting the psychological topic
in a text or lecture will have to be carefully evaluated
every time. This requires reading, critiquing, and wres-
tling with secular theories, research, and clinical practice
that may on the surface seem reasonable and appropri-
ate, but analyzed in the light of the Christian faith are
found to fall short of God’s comprehensive understand-
ing. Because of modern psychology’s commitment to
study empirical reality rigorously, combined with its
secular orientation, there will generally be fewer sins of
commission than of omission. That is, from a Christian
standpoint, the primary problem of modern psychology
is what is left out, because modern psychologists do not
share the pretheoretical assumptions necessary to recog-
nize features of human beings that Christians do, like the
image of God, sin, and the activity of God.
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To oversimplify, the Christian student of psychol-
ogy will sometimes have to “translate” the understand-
ings of modern psychology into a Christian psychology
language-system. This requires a good understanding of
Christian psychology, the modern psychology concept of
interest, and practice in such translation work. Concepts
that are little distorted (like “neuron”) should be sim-
ply brought over into a Christian psychology; whereas
concepts that are antithetical to a Christian psychology
should be rejected (like Maslow’s notion of “self-actual-
ization”). Most modern psychology understandings will
be somewhere in between, requiring some Christian
modification before being brought in. Consider, for
example, the concept of self-esteem. A Christian orien-
tation will vary greatly from a modern approach, since
Christians believe that value is ultimately established by
God (and not the self). Nonetheless, there are many find-
ings in the modern self-esteem literature that are help-
ful. Modern theorists, for example, have postulated that
self-esteem is related to interpersonal dynamics. Such an
insight is thoroughly compatible with Christian ideas of
relationship, community, and interdependence.

Finally, a Christian psychology should also develop a
literature that is constructively critical of the distortions
evident in modern psychology (as well as in other psy-
chologies, e.g, Buddhist psychology). Exemplary work with
this agenda includes Vitz's critique of Freud (1988) and of
humanism in personality and clinical psychology (1994),
Adams’s critique of Freudian and humanistic therapy,
and deterministic psychiatry (1970), and various analyses
of therapeutic and personality models (Jones & Butman,
1991; Roberts, 1994; Browning & Cooper, 2004).

Christian psychology might seem to be out of step with
contemporary psychology. However, when the discussion
broadens to include philosophy of science, it becomes
apparent that modern psychology is out of step, for con-
temporary philosophy of science by and large rejected
modernist assumptions decades ago (Ratzsch, 1986).
Indeed, Christian psychology is simply taking its cue from
Christian philosophy (see Plantinga, 2000), which has
been paving the way for a renewal of radical Christian
scholarship in all the disciplines for some time now.

Nonetheless, Christians should not hesitate to work
with modern psychologists wherever they can. This will
be easy in areas of psychology where worldview assump-
tions make little difference in understanding human
nature (e.g, neuropsychology, animal learning, and ba-
sic psychological structures, like cognitive and emotion

systems). Moreover, all members of a culture ought to
participate in its university and mental health systems.
So Christians are free to wisely consider how and where
they might participate as Christian minorities in fields
that are currently dominated by a modern majority.

The Christians who have done the best at such partici-
pation tend to call themselves “integrationists,” since they
believe that Christians should integrate their faith with
contemporary psychology. Though we are more critical
of the secular worldview influences in contemporary psy-
chology, we greatly appreciate their work. In some cases
they have contributed to the shape of contemporary psy-
chology, using modern rules with a Christian agenda (e.g,
Everett Worthington on forgiveness and Robert Emmons
on gratitude). Moreover, significant changes have been
occurring in contemporary psychology over the past two
decades that should excite all Christians (e.g, a growing
openness to generic spirituality and religion and positive
psychology’s investigations of human virtue).

In the future it seems likely that pluralist, democratic
cultures like ours, helped by the postmodern critique of
modernism, will no longer view the human sciences as
universalizing disciplines based on a single worldview.
Instead, it will be widely acknowledged that human sci-
ences like psychology require that their scientists utilize
their worldview assumptions in their work, so they should
make explicit those assumptions. This is necessarily the
case, because human beings are socioculturally-consti-
tuted, so, contrary to the “neutral” modernist agenda, it is
impossible to remove one’s worldview assumptions from
one’s human science work and duplicitous to try. This will
result in a pluralist set of psychologies (modern, feminist,
Christian, Hindu, Muslim, and so on), agreeing where they
can (in many areas of psychology, see above), but articulat-
ing different approaches in those areas of psychology that
are more worldview-dependent (e.g, personality, psychopa-
thology, therapy, and social psychology).

This is not as controversial as it sounds, since even
now modern psychology is not as unified as is commonly
supposed. The field is composed of many different sub-
disciplines, some of which vary tremendously in their
orientation and some of their assumptions (e.g, neuropsy-
chology, cognitive psychology, and clinical psychology).
We are only pointing out that that worldview differences
also affect one’s view of human beings, so, if they are tak-
en seriously, it will necessarily result in a single discipline
that has a common core in some areas, but multiple psy-
chologies in other areas, each based on a different world-
view. (This, of course, does not mean that all worldviews
are equal. Different “psychologies” built on different
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worldviews will be more or less effective
based on how close their assumptions
about man correspond to the Christian
Worldview—that is, reality.)
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SOCIOLOGY

It is advisable to note at the outset that one of the banes
of this discipline called sociology—which I will define
momentarily—is its addiction to jargon, some of which
is justified but much of which is not. First, the discipline
uses many specialized words or phrases that are obvi-
ously technical, such as status set, anomie, or latent pat-
tern maintenance. Sociologists are also given to attaching
unique “insider” meanings to everyday terms such as de-
viance, role or status. Thus laymen often think they know
what sociological statements mean when they do not.

As if all this was not bad enough, different sociolo-
gists often assign divergent meanings to the same terms,
even seemingly straightforward ones like class, crime, or
alienation. This common lack of terminological standard-
ization is due to many causes, especially: disagreement
over the essential nature of the things being referred to,
competing theories that have diverse ways of framing
particular concepts, or shifts in the meaning of the terms
across time as definitions are developed and refined.
Regardless, such variations in definitions often baffle the
uninitiated reader.Sadly, I will need to use some jargon in
this essay. However, I will endeavor to make its meaning,
as much as possible, clear within context. There is also a
glossary at the end of this chapter where I will present
definitions of key terms.

Sociology can be defined quite simply as “the scientif-
ic study of human society” (or, of “social relations”). The
English word is based on the French sociologie, coined by

the French social philosopher Auguste Comte
(1798-1857) in 1838.! It is derived from
the Latin socius (which has
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meanings such as “association,” “companion,” “sharing,”
“united,” and so forth?), tied to the Greek suffix rendered
logie by the French (“the study of”). Now we will break
down our definition a bit, to get a clearer idea of what
sociology actually is and does.

First, by “society” sociologists mean any identifiable
group of people who are bound together by social rela-
tionships3 This can encompass many levels from two
or three individuals to nations or even global interrela-
tionships, and everything in between. When sociology
focuses on small groups and face-to-face interactions, it
is called microsociology; when it examines larger groups,
such as whole societies or interrelationships among
them, it is called macrosociology.

Second, by “scientific study” sociologists generally
mean conducting inquiry through the use of rigorous
empirical observation. The latter can be quantitative
(that is, gathering and statistically analyzing data that is
converted into numbers) or qualitative (that is, the infor-
mation is studied without being quantified). Either way,
sociologists focus on social variables (that is, things that
vary, as opposed to “constants”).

In analyzing the latter, sociologists may simply de-
scribe them. Or they may try to interpret variations in so-
cial realities (that is, say what these variations “mean”).
However, the ultimate goal most sociologists have is to
explain social realities; that is, identify what
causes them to vary; learn
how and why they do so.
For example, in looking
at divorce,
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sociologists will often compare rates for different time
periods, American states, nations, religious groups, and
so forth (description). In doing so, they may make state-
ments as to what this variation means; for example, does
higher divorce mean that people value marriage less or
personal autonomy more, and so on (interpretation). But
their main interest will be in understanding why divorce
varies; knowing what is different about the epochs, plac-
es, or groups that have lower or higher divorce rates, or
about couples that divorce versus those that don’t, may
explain why these differences exist (explanation). When
explanations are stated with some level of abstraction
and include a number of interrelated variables and prop-
ositions, they are considered to be theories.

Finally, this “science” is carried out using a large vari-
ety of methods. These include: conducting surveys (ques-
tionnaires with limited choices respondents submit or
pick in response to statements or questions), interviews
(asking questions of individual subjects), participant ob-
servation (direct, sustained observation and interaction
of individuals and groups, sometimes called “field” or
“ethnographic” research), experiments (exposing subjects
to some stimulus and then observing their response), con-
tent analysis (examining social artifacts such as media
images, text and speech, historical documents, or even
physical objects), and analyzing rates or other numbers

that represent social aggregates (for example, compar-
ing the number of divorces per 1,000 adults, or the ra-
tio of males to females, between various places or time
periods).

Sociology is part of a family of academic disciplines
called the “social sciences,” which also include such
fields as economics, psychology, anthropology, political
science, and criminology. While the birth of economics
as a social science is commonly tied to the publication of
Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations in 1776 and virtu-
ally all these disciplines trace themselves to earlier roots
in various ways, for the most part the social sciences, in-
cluding sociology, formally emerged in the mid- to late-
nineteenth century. Sometimes history, which is obvious-
ly much older, is also considered to be a social science,
though this notion is somewhat controversial among
historians, who think of their discipline as being one of
the humanities.* Regardless, historical study is certainly
important to sociology, as it is for many other social sci-
ences. In fact, historical sociology is a highly respected
subfield which includes some of sociology’s greatest clas-
sics. Occasionally other academic fields, many of which
are younger, are also included in this family, at least in
those areas in which they use approaches to research and
analysis that are typically associated with social science.
These include such disparate areas as communications
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Sociology is defined

as the study of human
society. Sometimes
synonymous with “social
science,” the discipline
of sociology seeks to
determine why humans
behave the way they

do socially.




studies, public administration, international relations,
business administration, marketing, geography, linguis-
tics, or even law.

It is commonly noted that, in terms of what areas of
human social life it studies, sociology is among the broad-
est of all of the social sciences. (In this regard, only history
and perhaps anthropology would rival it) There are soci-
ological works and practitioners dealing with every area
that are also the entire foci of other social science fields.
For example, there are sociologists who study economic
exchange, criminality, marriage, mental disorders, child
socialization, health care policy, legal processes, political
behavior, Westernization, and business organizations, to
name just a few. Keeping in mind that many sociologists
teach or research in a number of areas, the most well-
recognized specialties in sociology are: social stratifica-
tion (ie, inequality), crime, deviance and social control,
law, race and ethnicity, marriage and family, gender, po-
litical sociology, economic sociology, historical sociology,
science, education, culture, health and medicine, urban
and rural sociologies, environmental sociology, military
sociology, sociology of religion, and social psychology
(the sociological study of individual-to-individual or in-
dividual-to-group interaction, which is also a subfield of
psychology). The term broad here is an understatement.

The development of sociology as a formal academic
discipline had two major foundations. The first was the
emergence of social philosophy that valued using care-
ful observations to produce and support causal asser-
tions about social realities, thus laying the intellectual
groundwork for the field. The second was the generation,
particularly beginning in the nineteenth century, of in-
creasingly reliable population data that was suitable for
statistical analysis. This collection of social facts made
the realization of the dreams of social philosophers who
had anticipated something like a scientific approach
to understanding and explaining social phenomena
much more feasible. But this activity was partly stimu-
lated by growing concerns people had about the future
of Western civilization in light of the many wrenching
changes they were experiencing and their increasing
desire for “scientific” solutions to social problems, giving
further impetus to the emergence of sociology.

Certainly, careful reasoning about social phenom-
ena based on observation has a long history in the West
and elsewhere. Assertions of a sociological nature can
be found in the writings of ancient luminaries from

In this engraving King Edward Ill of Great Britain
struggles against a Muslim assassin during the Crusades.
These conflicts contained many of the conditions that
have vexed sociologist over the generations—

war, race religion, commerce, power, and more.
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The frontispiece to Thomas Hobbes’ 1651 book
Leviathan quotes Job 41:24 in Latin, connecting the
crowned figure in the etching to the biblical beast.

Confucius to Herodotus and Plato, not to mention the
biblical books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. The analy-
ses of social conflict and cohesion in the Muqaddimabh,
written in 1377 by the famous Arab thinker Ibn Khaldun
(1332-1406), anticipate some prominent nineteenth-
century social theories to an amazing degree. However,
the social and political philosophy that more immedi-
ately gave birth to sociology was advanced in the period
leading into the Enlightenment up through the intellec-
tual reactions against Enlightenment thinking that oc-
curred in the aftermath of the French Revolution and its
terror that ended in 1799.

One of these important precursors to sociology was
British philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) who,
in his Leviathan (1651), addressed the important ques-
tion “how is social order possible?” Hobbes theorized
that human nature meant that people are fundamentally
motivated by fear of pain and desire for power rooted
in a reasonable desire for self-preservation. Since they
are naturally selfish and power-seeking, if unchecked,

humans prey on one another. Human action is also heav-
ily influenced by environment stimuli. People need to live
under a “social contract” supporting a strong govern-
ment authorized to use punishment and fear to protect
them from each other and get them to act for the com-
mon good. Said Hobbes, this replaces the state of nature’s
bellum omnium contra omnes (“the war of all against all”)
with social order that enables people to live productive
and happy lives.

Another important influence was the work of the
French thinker Baron Charles Montesquieu (1689-
1755), particularly his famous The Spirit of Laws (1748),
which had many notions that became widely accepted in
later sociology. He argued for overcoming cultural bias to
be able to objectively research the “laws” that governed
the variation and development of societies. He felt that
society could be studied “scientifically” much as physical
things can be, and that this should include proper clas-
sification into sound analytical types. Given the complex-
ity and intelligence of human beings, said Montesquieu,
such a science of society would be probabilistic rather
than deterministic; that is, identifying “causes” that make
given effects more likely, but not certain. Furthermore,
Montesquieu claimed that social and environmental fac-
tors, including social position, affect what people think
and believe. His ideas about the “general spirit” of na-
tions also anticipated modern concepts such as “culture”
and “worldview.” He examined the effects of factors like
climate, modes of commerce, geography, and religion
upon culture, as well as looking at the effects of popula-
tion growth. Meanwhile, he rejected divine intervention
as a social cause. Montesquieu viewed society as a type of
complex organism which has mutually interdependent
parts, such that what happens in one aspect of society in-
fluences other aspects of it, often in unanticipated ways.
He preferred that social change be gradual and modest
rather than abrupt and revolutionary.

The French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1788) also had a great influence on some of
those who became important founders of sociology in
the nineteenth century, especially through his Social
Contract (1762). He argued that while people were not
essentially bad, they had become corrupted by society,
which itself was not original but rose out of the need
for greater food production and which began with the
development of family units. Society was twisted by pri-
vate property, which led to inequality, and by the need
for people to increasingly specialize in order to enhance
production. People should agree, said Rousseau, to a so-
cial contract in which they would submit to the “general
will” of collective society, giving the state strong powers
including the authority to reduce inequality. Along with
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this he wanted to develop a new “civil religion” based on
humanistic values and a limited number of tenets which
should include “toleration,” though paradoxically people
who rejected this religion would be banned from the
community! All of this would actually expand the per-
sonal freedom and development of individuals. Social
order, said Rousseau, comes not just from fear as Hobbes
claimed, but through proper socialization of children.
Society should re-educate youth to break the hold of re-
ligious “superstition” and strengthen loyalty to the larger
community.

The Conservative reaction to the French Revolution
and its chaos also became incorporated into the larger
body of social philosophy that was later to be-
come the foundation of sociology. This
included an appreciation for the posi-
tive roles of things like tradition,
religion, and emotion along with
a suspicion of the idea that so-
ciety could be reorganized
along abstract, rational lines.
They emphasized the de-
gree to which societies
and their central institu-
tions such as government,
church, and family are
unified, organic entities
which do not benefit from
radical change and re-
placement. Social reform
should be gradual and re-
spectful of what has existed
for centuries, even where
some rational justification for
these things is not readily at
hand. Stability and cohesion are
mainly good things. Some influen-
tial representatives of these conserva-
tive, anti-revolutionary positions were the
British statesman Edmund Burke (1729-1797;
particularly his Reflections on the Revolution in France,
1790); and the French Roman Catholic thinkers Louis de
Bonald (1754-1840; for example his Theory of Political
and Religious Power, 1796; and Primitive Legislation,
1802) and Joseph de Maistre (1754-1821; for example,
Considerations On France, 1794).

Moving from philosophical contributions to devel-
opments in the growing availability and use of reliable
data for doing social analysis and trying to understand
processes of social change, we have the groundbreaking
work of another Frenchman, Andre Guerry (1802-1866).
He published many studies; the one most important to

later sociology was Essay On the Moral Statistics of France
(1833). In his research, Guerry used social data collected
by governments (then called “moral statistics”) to look at
causes for variations in things like crime, mental illness,
and suicide rates, considering such possible influences
as literacy levels, age distributions, seasonal fluctuations,
economic development, and population density. The
Belgian mathematician Adolphe Quetelet (1796-1894)
worked with Guerry and went on to publish many stud-
ies of “moral statistics.” He advanced the scientific study
of social phenomena, which he called “social phys-
ics.” The study of moral statistics quickly spread. The
Statistical Society of London was founded in 1834; in
the United States Pliny Earle (1809-1892) did
statistical studies of mental illness, while
German economist Adolf Wagner
(1835-1917), and Italian physician
Henry Morselli (1852-1929),
both completed major studies of
suicide rates. With all of this,
of course, the die was cast
to utilize such research to
guide government policies
and social reform, ensur-
ing an increasing role for
such science in modern
societies.
Itwas in this philosophical
and statistical milieu that
Auguste Comte (1798-
1857), influenced heav-
ily by both Enlightenment
philosophy and the Roman
Catholic critics of it, began
developing his own vision for
“social physics,” which he later
renamed sociologie. He was a pro-
tégé of a famous socialist and utopian
named Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825)
from whom he drew (and many say, stole) many
of his major ideas. His major contributions to sociology
were Positive Philosophy (multiple volumes published be-
tween 1830 and 1842). He believed that societies develop
through three stages, ultimately resting on their ideas of
where and how truth can be discovered—theological (in
religious beliefs), metaphysical (in reason, logic, philoso-
phy), and finally positive (in science). Western societies
were in the beginning of that third stage, in which people
would come to understand that social problems would
be solved and social progress would be made through the
application of science. This meant that ultimately, society
should embrace a kind of socialism run by technocrats.
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Moreover, science itself could be hierarchically ar-
ranged, with those dealing with the inorganic (such as
geology, chemistry, etc.) below those dealing with the or-
ganic (such as biology, and of course, the social sciences),
and this hierarchy reflects the order these sciences were
developed in time. He placed sociology (with anthropol-
ogy) at the top, calling it the “Queen of the Sciences,”
referring both to the idea that it emerged last and that
sociology would integrate and direct the work of apply-
ing science to eliminating social problems and ultimately
create a perfect society. In an endeavor that was pomp-
ous, comical, and a bit pathetic, late in his life he created
a new “Religion of Humanity,” based on scientific prin-
ciples, to replace the old religious dogmas in our
new “Positive” era, and declared himself
its Pope! This helped give rise to the
development of “secular humanist”
groups, a movement that remains
with us to this day.
Thankfully, Comte’s
notions about a Positive
Religion and scientific hier-
archy did not have a last-
ing impact on sociology.
However, Comte’s idea
that sociology should ad-
dress both statics (social
structure) and dynam-
ics (processes of social
change) was more widely
accepted. So was his rec-
ommendation that social
theory should be rooted in
empirical observation, experi-
mentation, and comparative
analysis, though ironically, he
disdained the moral statistics of his
day and never undertook real practical
social science research of his own.
Comte had a major influence upon Emile
Durkheim (1858-1917), who founded the first for-
mal Department of Sociology in Europe (University of
Bordeaux, France) and published a major work to help
map out the new discipline, Rules of the Sociological
Method, both in 1895. Durkheim was also heavily influ-
enced by Montesquieu, Rousseau, and the French Catholic
anti-Enlightenment conservatives. His published doctoral
dissertation, Division of Labor (1893), and a journal he
founded in 1898, L'Année Sociologique, were enormously
influential. His “moral statistics” study, Suicide (1897), not
only had great theoretical significance but stood as a mod-
el of social science research for the new discipline.

Auguste Comte
~ (1798-1857)

Durkheim believed that social structure (what he
called “social facts”) strongly shaped individual action
and consciousness. He believed that it is the study of so-
cial facts and their impact and not directly of individuals
in and of themselves that should characterize sociology.
Social structures should be mapped out to reveal what
their various parts are, what functions they perform,
and how they interact. Society, he felt, is a reality that
exists independent of individual people and constrains
them. Durkheim held that healthy societies have norms
(rules) and interpersonal bonds that are strong enough
to provide needed direction and solidarity without being
overpowering such that they smother people, an idea he

developed at length in Suicide.

Societies are also characterized by a “col-
lective consciousness,” said Durkheim,
which is a kind of unifying collec-
tion of moral beliefs and senti-
ments that change as societies
do. For example, modern so-
cieties, which are much more
diverse, have weaker collec-
tive consciences than tradi-
tional societies do. In fact
in Durkheim’s work, soci-
ety took on a kind of qua-
si-religious character. This
became especially clear
in his later Elementary
Forms of the Religious Life
(1912), where he argued
that religion is really a direct
expression of social values.
Religions are “beliefs and prac-
tices relative to sacred things,” he
said. Things that are “sacred” (as
opposed to “profane”) are representa-
tions of what societies most deeply value
and believe. Making them objects of shared
religious devotion unites people into moral com-
munities. Essentially, Durkheim held that religion was, in

many respects, society worshipping itself.

Someone who is a bit of an “outlier” in the history
of the foundation of sociology as a formal discipline is
the German philosopher, political economist, and com-
munist Karl Marx (1818-1883). Why an “outlier”? Marx
was never concerned with establishing sociology. He
rejected Comte’s attempt to unite Enlightenment think-
ing with insights from its Conservative critics. Also,
except for his admiration for Rousseau, his direct in-
spiration came from very different sources from those
of Comte and Durkheim, including two Germans, the
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idealist philosopher GW.F. Hegel (1770-1831) and the
materialist Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872), as well
as free market economics from Britain, particularly
Adam Smith’s (1723-1790) Wealth of Nations (1776)
and David Ricardo’s (1772-1823) On The Principles of
Political Economy and Taxation (1821). Marx did attempt
to utilize modern statistical facts to establish some of his
ideas. But what made Marx a critical figure for sociology
is the degree to which he put together a comprehensive
social theory that proved to be very influential, initially
as a thinker that many early sociological thinkers react-
ed to, and later (particularly following World War II) as
a figure that attracted a fair number of followers in the
ranks of the discipline.

At the center of Marx’s scheme was the notion of
“social classes,” which he held are rooted in private
property, more specifically, by whether or not people
owned the central “means of production” (the key ways
that wealth is created in any particular society). This al-
ways creates two major and opposing social classes in
any era. In the industrial period of the modern nations of
the nineteenth century, these were the bourgeoisie (own-
ers; capitalists) and the proletariat (working non-owners;
workers). Other social class-type groups that might exist
are mainly seen in their relationship to these two major
ones. This basic struggle affects every aspect of society
and is the main engine of social change. Moreover, peo-
ple’s interests, values, beliefs, and ideas are all shaped by
their social class. What controls societies are their rul-
ing classes. When workers accept the dominant social
arrangements, laws, and ideas of industrial society, they
are guilty of “false consciousness” because they are em-
bracing beliefs and structures that are hostile, ultimately,
to their own interests. When they understand their true
class interests and embrace ideas that are consistent with
them, this is “class consciousness.” In capitalist societies,
most people are alienated, since they do not actually own
most of what they create through their own labor, and
are deluded by false consciousness. Eventually, the work-
ers will attain class consciousness, become a “class” in
the truest and fullest sense of the word, rise up against
the capitalists, eliminate private property and embrace
collective ownership and rule by the proletariat. Other
things flowing out of inequality and private property, in-
cluding such fixtures as crime, religion, and the nuclear
family, will also disappear. This would be Communism,
the final stage of history. The reason Marxism is often re-
ferred to as a form of materialism or economic determin-
ism is because of the degree to which economic realities
drive everything else. Obviously, he was also a utopian.

Karl Marx was very prolific. Some of his most impor-
tant works to sociologists are The Communist Manifesto
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The leaders of the Bolshevik Revolution built the
Soviet Union upon utopian Marxist thought, where
social class is a central idea. Karl Marx’s ideas proved
to be very influential in the discipline of sociology.

(1848), The German Ideology (1845) (both were written
with his partner Friedrich Engels, 1820-1895), and Das
Kapital (the first volume was published in 1867, the next
two volumes posthumously in 1885 and 1894).

The most brilliant of the classical founders of sociol-
ogy was the German historian, political economist, and
legal scholar Max Weber (1864-1920). Some of his most
important works were published posthumously. He wrote
on economic and legal history (such as General Economic
History in 1923) and on the Sociology of Religion (The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism in 1904-05,
The Religion of China in 1915, Ancient Judaism in 1917-
19, The Religion of India in 1921). His masterpiece, the
comprehensive sociological work Economy and Society,
appeared in 1922. He contributed many essays on meth-
ods and philosophy of science (such as the famous col-
lection later published in 1949 as The Methodology of the
Social Sciences), much of which helped lay a foundation
for doing research in the fledgling social sciences. He is
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famous for urging social scientists toward disinterested
objectivity in their professional work, doing political par-
tisanship only in their lives as private citizens.

The German historicists had a huge influence on
Weber, particularly his friend Heinrich Rickert (1863-
1936), who emphasized the differences between histori-
cal and scientific facts, and the need to understand the
historical roots of current social realities, through a deep,
sympathetic understanding of actors’ motives and world-
views (verstehen). Weber was also inspired by German
idealist philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804),
particularly in his ethical system that emphasized hu-
man freedom. Pulling these strands together, Weber
viewed sociology as the study of human ac-
tion by interpreting empathetically (that
is, from their point of view) the sub-
jective meanings and goals that
actors attach to their actions.
Weber was not sympathetic
to Durkheim’s idea of so-
cial structures that deter-
mined human thought and
behavior.

Weber believed that
the shift to modern life in
the West meant increas-
ingly embracing “rational-
ity” in all areas of life; the
objective calculation and
pursuit of means and ends.
This was the logic behind,
for example, modern capi-
talism, bureaucracy, and sci-
ence. He believed that this kind
of instrumental thinking in the
West was unleashed unwittingly
by Protestantism when it embraced
the idea of pleasing God by effective
service in this world by seeking measurable
success in earthly callings (inner-worldly asceticism) as
opposed to the earlier Medieval idea of pursuing God by
separation from the world through things like monaster-
ies, vows of poverty and silence, and holy orders (other-
worldly asceticism). When the belief in and devotion to
God began to wane, the inner-worldly remained but the
religious rationale did not, leaving behind just the idea
of pursuing worldly aims in efficient ways which was
going to keep taking over more aspects of human life,
pushing aside the influence of things like religious devo-
tion and tradition. Much of Weber’s interest in religion
stemmed from these underlying concerns: the unique-
ness of Protestantism and its effects, and how and why

ert Spencer
(1820-1903)

capitalism arose in the West from certain religious im-
pulses, but not in other cultures. He was also interested
in how varying religions lead to different types of social
actions and social orders.

Weber’s means of defining social stratification have
now become widely accepted in sociology and differ
significantly from Marx’s. To Marx economic owner-
ship determines everything, but to Weber wealth (prop-
erty) is only part of the picture. One must also consider
variations in power (the ability to get others to do things
against their will) and prestige (status, social honor or re-
spect). Moreover, power and prestige are not just byprod-

ucts of wealth. To illustrate, in 1210 a very wealthy
Jew would probably enjoy less honor and
“clout” than Saint Francis of Assisi, who
was brutally poor. Today, someone
who makes less money than a neu-
rosurgeon can still have more
power, if he is a general in the
Army.
This European foundation
for sociology obviously in-
cluded many more thinkers
than can be included here.
For example, the English
“Social Darwinist” Herbert
Spencer (1820-1903) and
his Principles of Sociology
(1876) certainly made an
impact at the time. The
keenly insightful German
Georg Simmel (1858-1915),
a friend of Weber’s, devel-
oped a fascinating approach
to studying social life based on
keen personal observation that in-
spired a lot of later “microsociology”
in the United States. Ferdinand Tonnies’
(1855-1936) study of the nature of the shift
from traditional rural, to modern industrial, society in
the West, Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (Community
and Society, 1887), was also quite influential, especially
upon Durkheim. Sadly, here we have had to make tough
choices to highlight only those few figures and move-
ments with the most potent and continuing influence.

During the late nineteenth century sociology also be-
gan to take hold in the United States. This was inspired
not only by these philosophical and statistical move-
ments, but by a kind of small-town liberal Protestant
concern with social reform that gave American sociology
an orientation heavily directed towards understanding
and fixing social problems. Some wings of the field were
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also strongly influenced by the philosophy and social
vision of American “pragmatists” such as John Dewey
(1859-1952) that determines what is true by what works
and emphasizes the prominent role of experience in hu-
man learning. The first sociology department in America
was founded at the University of Chicago in 1892 by
Albion Small (1854-1926). The American Sociological
Association was founded in 1905.

Moving further into the twentieth century, sociology
experienced several decades where three or four major
theoretical schools were dominant, each of which contin-
ue to some degree. Then from about the 1960s forward
there was an increased proliferation and fragmentation
of theory.

The first dominant theoretical system is known as
Structural Functionalism. Following Durkheim, it em-
phasizes social structures as determining forces, and,
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following Weber, it seeks to identify different types of
human action and their inner logic. Overall, their idea is
that social realities should be understood in light of the
positive functions they serve. Whether actors are aware
of the latter or not, whether they view them as positive
or not, it is these functions that generate and sustain
sociological phenomena. The natural bent of all “social
systems” is towards harmonious functioning. Social re-
alities that are dysfunctional or cause conflict tend to
be replaced over time if the society continues to flour-
ish. Society is also an interconnected organic reality,
where each area relies on other areas, and changes in
one produces shifts in others, often in unanticipated and
non-obvious ways. For example, radical demographic
shifts like the Baby Boom of 1946-1963, itself the un-
anticipated outcome of a major Depression and war,
produced huge and continuing impacts upon culture,

Chart 1: A GENERAL DIAGRAM OF
STRUCTURAL FUNCTIONALISM
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politics, economics, and education. The most well-known
proponents of Structural Functionalism were Talcott
Parsons (1902-1979, for example The Structure of Social
Action in 1937, The Social System in 1951, and Essays in
Sociological Theory in 1954) and Robert Merton (1910-
2003, for example Social Theory and Social Structure in
1949, expanded and revised in 1957 and then 1968).
The original centers for this school were Harvard and
Columbia Universities.

Second, we have the Structural Functionalists’ major
rival, Symbolic Interactionism. Rooted at the University of
Chicago, this school of thought was influenced at least as
much by American pragmatism as it was by Europeans
such as Simmel and Weber. Where functionalism has
focused mostly on macrosociology and has been known
for quantitative research using surveys and government
statistics, Symbolic Interactionism is primarily microso-
ciology that does research using observation, interview,
and other direct interaction with people in natural set-
tings.® Sociologists using this approach emphasize the
centrality of symbols, which are things that stand for or
represent something else, in human interaction. Social
order and action is only possible where people develop
common understandings of symbols and then joint lines
of conduct rooted in those shared perspectives. How and
why these develop is their main concern, which they ap-
ply in numerous areas of social life. A common saying
among Symbolic Interactionists is a 1928 quote from
W.L Thomas (1863-1947): “If men define situations as
real, they are real in their consequences.” The fathers of
this approach were Charles Horton Cooley (1864-1929,
see Human Nature and the Social Order in 1902 then re-
vised in 1922, and Social Organization in 1909), George
Herbert Mead (1863-1931, especially Mind, Self and
Society in 1934), and Herbert Blumer (1900-1987, par-
ticularly his Symbolic Interactionism, 1969).

Another rival to Structural Functionalism is known as
Exchange Theory. 1t is strongly inspired by Psychological
Behaviorism (see the Psychology essay in this volume for
more on Behaviorism). This approach regards humans as
primarily motivated to avoid pain and pursue pleasure;
humans seek to enhance rewards while decreasing costs.
In social life, this is done through reciprocal (two-way) in-
teraction; social cohesion arises where people are satisfied
with the balance of rewards and costs in their relation-
ships. The most influential version of Exchange Theory is
a form of microsociology rooted in the work of Harvard’s
George C. Homans (1910-1989, see his The Human
Group in 1950 and Social Behavior: Its Elementary Forms
in 1961 then revised in 1974). An alternative approach
to Exchange Theory that emphasizes how this works at
the large scale (macro) level was promoted by Peter Blau

(1918-2002, see Exchange and Power in Social Life, 1964).

Beyond this, a less coherent collection of theories
mostly just share an emphasis on viewing society as
fundamentally shaped by conflict between competing
groups and a general (but not exclusive) focus on mac-
rosociology. In contradiction to the previous approaches
that all see the attainment of some kind of balance or
harmony over time as normal, these theories see on-
going conflict as the norm. This set of theories can be
roughly divided between those more loyal to the Marxian
vision in which class conflict rooted in private property
and economics is more fundamental (with the “haves”
dominating the “have nots”), and those inspired more
by Weber who see inequality, and thus conflict rooted
in it, as much more multi-dimensional and complex. In
the latter, for example, people strive for or seek to protect
prestige and power as well as wealth, and conflict rooted
in it can divide people based not only on economic class
but also race, ethnicity, gender, occupational group, reli-
gion, education, and more. Perhaps the most well-known
proponent of a general conflict theory rooted less in
Marx and more in Weber, which was once viewed as a
major alternative to Structural Functionalism, was the
German Ralf Dahrendorf (1929-2009, see his Class and
Class Conflict in Industrial Society in 1959).

Today, these theories exist alongside numerous alter-
natives such as phenomenology and ethnomethodology;
various “critical” theories such as feminist, racial, cultur-
al Marxist, and post-modern; lots of “neo” versions of ear-
lier approaches (such as neo-Marxian, neo-Weberian,
neo-Functionalist, etc.), sociobiology, network analysis,
variants of Symbolic Interactionism (such as dramatur-
gical, self and identity, interaction, role, and expectations
theories), and “Structuralism” (including structuration
and cultural theories). Then there are more substantively
focused theories in every major subfield. Some of these
theories are valuable and enduring while others will like-
ly prove to be fads. Right now, theoretically sociology is a
bit of a “free for all.”

In the opinion of this author, present-day sociol-
ogy is facing numerous critical problems. Some of these
will weigh particularly hard on thoughtful, biblically-
informed Christians. On the other hand, the field offers
unique opportunities and promise for those seeking to
preserve or realize what is good, while resisting darker
tides, in modern society.

One problem is the increasing bifurcation in the
field into practitioners who either engage in narrow,
overly quantified and highly technical research, or who
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produce “critical post-modern discourse” that is bur-
dened by sometimes impenetrable jargon. Either way,
such work fails to attract readership or social influence.
Consider this 2008 quote, for example:

I argue that agency in most current sociological
formulations is but a posited other of the struc-
ture that dissolves if examined closely; it is simi-
lar to the Lacanian fantasmic object. To resolve
the fundamental paradoxes in structure-agency
theories, I reformulate structures as paradoxical,
incomplete, and contingent symbolic formations
that are always partial and unstable due to their
inclusion and exclusion operations.”

In the past, sociology has produced numerous
powerfully insightful works that had major
impacts upon public perceptions and
action. These have included such
treasures as David Riesman’s
The Lonely Crowd (1950),
William Whyte’s The Organ-
ization Man (1956), and
Daniel Bell's The Coming
of Post-Industrial Society
(1973) and The Cultural
Contradictionsof Capital-
ism (1976). A lot of good
work continues of course,
for example Barbara
Dafoe Whitehead's The
Divorce Culture (1998),
Christian Smith’s Moral,
Believing Animals (2003), Mark
Regnerus's  Forbidden  Fruit
(2007), and Robert Bellah et al’s
Habits of the Heart (1985).

Certainly there is a place for nar-

has always leaned a bit to the Left. However, in the past
there were more prominent conservatives in the field, such
as George Homans, Pitirim Sorokin (1889-1968, see his
Social and Cultural Dynamics, 1937-1941), Robert Nisbet
(1913-1996, see his Quest for Community, 1953), James
Coleman (1926-1995, author of a famous 1966 report
challenging forced bussing of school children to achieve
racial integration) and Edward Shils (1910-1995).
Moreover, most of the older sociologists who identified
more with the Left or middle politically sought, following
Weber, to be objective in their scholarship. An example
would be Seymour Martin Lipset, who said:

Though some of us worked on political topics, we
felt duty bound to be as objective as possible, to

report results that contradicted our ideologi-
cal concerns following, unknowingly,
the advice of Max Weber.?

This ideological Leftism
obviously includes views op-
posing much of biblical
Christianity and modern

political conservatism.
Most sociologists today
support things like abor-
tion on demand, homo-
sexual rights, affirmative
action, big government,
unions, feminism, choos-
ing to have children out
of wedlock, easy divorce,
and so on. Most importantly
many allow their biases to in-
fluence their social scientific work
and the ways they treat those whose
views contradict their own. For exam-
ple, despite an enormous amount

rowly focused research in sociology
using quantitative methods. But so-
ciology is at its best when it speaks
about significant things in honest
and informed ways using language
people can understand. There is too
little of that going on today.

Much of mainstream sociology

today is defined by an ideology
at odds with biblical Christianity
and modern political conservatism
and tends to advocate such leftist
causes as support for abortion on
demand, as depicted in this image

opposing this view.

of empirical evidence to the con-
trary, most sociology of family texts
downplay the negative impact of
divorce and illegitimacy on children,
while claiming that gay parenting
is harmless to children despite very
little good research evidence one

Second, even liberal media
sources complain about the Left-wing bias exhibited at
some prominent sociology conferences. Too much mod-
ern sociology is harnessed to political agendas rooted in
concern with alleged oppressions, particularly race, gen-
der, class, and sexual orientation. In some sociological cir-
cles, accuracy is less important than political correctness.
This can lead, in turn, to intellectual mediocrity. Sociology

way or another on that question.
Most modern texts for sociology of deviance courses
treat “homophobia,” not homosexuality, as the real “devi-
ance” that needs to be addressed. Further, expect social
problems texts to spend a lot of time on racism, sexism,
and environmental challenges while completely ignoring
many things considered to be “social problems” by much
of the American population, such as abortion, large and
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expanding government deficits and regulations, sharply
rising out-of-wedlock births, and so on.

Thankfully, there are notable exceptions. Serious
Christians have received sympathetic treatment in books
like Habits of the Heart (mentioned earlier), Brad Wilcox’s
Soft Patriarchs. New Men (2004), and James Davison
Hunter's To Change the World (2010). In fact, books like
these can help inform biblical Christians in important
ways. Yet when they are discussed, conservatives in gen-
eral, and evangelical, Bible-believing Christians in partic-
ular, are not treated fairly, or served well, in most modern
scholarship, programs, or college courses in sociology.

Another major problem confronting sociology is one
we have already touched on, namely its theoretical frag-
mentation. This is accompanied by disagreements over
some of its most basic assumptions, such as what human
nature essentially is, or the basic features and functions
of social order and social institutions. Closely linked to
this is the spinning off of many sociologists into narrow
subfields which often don't interact much with each oth-
er or the larger discipline. Increasingly, some of these so-
ciologists in these subfields are just breaking off to form
identities within separate disciplines entirely, such as

A major problem confronting sociology today is its
theoretical fragmentation. This is accompanied

by disagreements over some of its

most basic

assumptions,

such as the
essence

of human
nature.

public policy or criminology. These problems of division
and separation are threatening the existence of sociology
as a distinct discipline. Yet a sound academic study of
society should be rooted in accurate, logically consistent,
unifying principles and insights, even as scriptural state-
ments about mankind are.

Lastly, there is the well-known tendency for too many
(though certainly not all or most) sociologists to be person-
ally uncivil and even combative with those they disagree
with, whether it is each other, those in other disciplines,
students, or the general public. This is well known among
college adminis trators who have to deal with this; one “top
ten” graduate program was shut down by faculty vote be-
cause it had become known for its vicious infighting.

In spite of these challenges, there is still much to rec-
ommend sociology. A lot of good could come of develop-
ing more academic or other research centers and scholars
devoted to well-reasoned and fair-minded sociological
insights and analyses. More thoughtful Christian students
learning to apply biblical worldview and insights to this
discipline and joining other serious believers laboring in
this field would be especially wonderful.

First, as alluded to earlier, there is fine work going on
in all of the major areas of sociology, which furthers our
capacity to comprehend and deal with society, including
current challenges and problems. This scholarship deals
with very important areas of life: crime,

family, marriage, religion, medicine, law,
and so forth. These
areas can and
should concern
believers,

Y
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and are things the Bible addresses quite directly.
Understandably, the value of good sociology can be dif-
ficult for laymen to appreciate, since too much of the
public face of the discipline has been Left-tilted, num-
ber-crunching, and jargon-laden. Still, the scholarly ex-
cellence that is still evident in much sociology deserves to
be widely read and built upon.

Second, the intellectual tradition of sociology in-
cludes some of the finest and most fascinating minds in
Western social science and philosophy. Hopefully, this
was made somewhat clear in the previous section of this
essay. This work is worth learning and preserving, and
thus it should have faithful presence and advocates in
the academy.

Third, it is certainly true that sociology is a broad dis-
cipline. This is both a weakness and strength. People like
to say, “Jack of all trades, master of none.” On the other
hand, sociology is positioned better to integrate work
from across various disciplines than most of the other
social sciences, and that type of synthesis is valuable.
This will be even truer if sociology returns to being more
unified by shared theories, concepts, and questions.

For all these reasons, it seems better to reform sociol-
ogy than to ignore or discard it. That will mean attract-
ing quality students and giving them rigorous educations
that have methodological rigor as well as theoretical,
philosophical, and historical depth and wisdom.

A Christian Response

Learning sociology can be an ex-
cellent way to prepare for service in
the church and larger society in a
number of ways. Many undergradu-
ate sociology students plan on en-
tering some type of profession that
helps people, from school or family
counseling to social work, sexual-
abstinence or pregnancy counsel-
ing, work with the disabled, and
so on. Others use it as an alterna-
tive path (from more specialized
programs in the area) to work-
ing in the criminal justice field,
either in research or practical
service. Many just use it as a
general degree before mov-
ing into areas such as busi-
ness, marketing, or teaching.
Most do not go on to gradu-
ate study in sociology, but
that is certainly an option.

Moreover, many move from an undergraduate degree
in sociology to graduate programs in other areas such
as public policy, political science, criminal justice, social
work, or other “helping profession” degrees.

In addition, a lot of organizations that do research
from conservative and Christian perspectives on po-
litical, cultural, and social issues are looking for people
trained in social science concepts and methodologies
who will not be hostile to their mission. Given the biases
in universities in general and the social sciences in par-
ticular, they often have a difficult time finding people
with the right training for this kind of work. There are
numerous openings for researchers in various organiza-
tions focused on the local, state, or national level in ar-
eas such as homeschooling and other education issues,
marriage, family, pro-life and pregnancy issues, crime,
poverty, sexual orientation, health care, and more that a
sound biblical Christian could be very comfortable serv-
ing in. To name just a few of many examples of excel-
lent organizations that benefit from people who can do
sound social research, analysis, and insight, there are the
Family Research Council, Cato Institute, the Heritage
Foundation, Marriage Savers, the National Fatherhood
Initiative, National Right to Life, and the National
Council for Adoption. Just about every major social ini-
tiative for reform in the church or the larger culture can
potentially benefit by sound social science research.

Are the children in this classic advertisement happy

because of the peanut butter or the fact that they
have both parents? Sociology seeks
to answer this.



The Bible has something to say about many if not most of the specific problems and aspects of society that
sociologists study: human alienation, the roots of war, terrorism, the purposes and benefits of meaningful
labor, principles of social organization, the benefits versus pitfalls of various financial practices and attitudes,
sinful responses to human disability and sickness. The Bible deals with all this and more. This woodcut depicts
the suicide of the evil usurper Zimri, who perished when he set the king's house on fire in 1 Kings 16:18.

One of the key problems that Christians will face in
this area, whether pursuing undergraduate or gradu-
ate degrees in sociology, is identifying programs that
will be academically strong and at least fair to biblical
Christianity and Christians. Of course, one possible route
is to study at Christian college or university. This may
prove an excellent choice. However, regardless of what
the school touts in its catalogue, most sociology programs
in Christian colleges and universities are on average al-
most as tilted to the Left as those in secular colleges. Some
secular departments have better ideological balance than
many Christian ones. Discernment is important.

In picking a place to study sociology, religious or not,
it is important to visit the college and interview members
of the sociology department to ask tough questions about
their views on major social issues and how fair they are
to students of different religious and ideological view-
points. If it is a Christian college, ask blunt questions
about fidelity to scriptural authority. Look carefully at
course descriptions, syllabi, and required readings. Talk

to students in the department. If it will not be possible
to be honest about one’s Christian convictions, to experi-
ence balance and objectivity in the classroom and course
assignments, and to get a rigorous training in the theo-
ries, methods, and concepts of sociology, go elsewhere.
Once a program is selected, course choice is critical,
especially for those planning to go on to graduate work in
sociology or another social science. Besides the standard
core requirements, there are other offerings that are use-
ful in attaining a sound foundation for becoming a so-
cial science professional. Microeconomics and Logic are
both essential. Advanced (not just the required) courses in
statistics and methods should be tackled. No competent
sociologist is ignorant of history, and this should include,
if feasible, world, Western, and American. A student of
sociology should read good literature; great authors are
almost always men or women of profound human in-
sight. Cultural Anthropology and World Geography are
very useful. Sociology is a broad discipline, so sociolo-
gists should be broadly educated. Students of sociology
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should never specialize as undergraduates.

It is perfectly acceptable to apply to high-quality
graduate sociology programs without an undergraduate
degree in the field, so long as one has the requisite back-
ground (for example, some social science and statistics
courses; and courses in research methods as an under-
graduate). In fact, students entering certain graduate pro-
grams in sociology may be better off with a bachelor’s de-
gree in some other field. Undergraduate degrees in such
disciplines as political science, history, economics, reli-
gion, philosophy, and psychology are very common for
those who get into good doctoral programs in sociology.

Any Christian wishing to study sociology should
also be a dedicated student of Scripture. Besides setting
forth presuppositions and other foundational truths that
are basic to comprehending everything sociologists deal
with, the Bible has something directly to say about many
if not most of the specific problems and aspects of society
which they address. What are the social consequences
when just punishment is delayed or neglected? Is divorce
harmful? How are people drawn into sex outside mar-
riage, and with what results? What about homosexuality,
alcoholism and other addictions, religious proselytiza-
tion and syncretism, dishonesty, marriage and marital re-
lations, human alienation, the roots of war, terrorism, the
purposes and benefits of meaningful labor, principles of
social organization, the benefits versus pitfalls of various
financial practices and attitudes, sinful responses to hu-
man disability and sickness? The Bible deals with all this
and more.

Meaningful involvement in a sound church through-
out college is critical, too. Christian students need ma-
ture, well-educated believers off which they can bounce
challenging ideas.

From its beginnings the field of sociology has posed
unique challenges and opportunities for thoughtful
Christians wishing to understand, engage, and reform
society, as well as serve others. It has a rich intellectual
tradition, but one which has often been overly critical of,
and even hostile towards, Christian faith and civilization.
Its logic and methodologies can help us to describe, in-
terpret, and explain social reality more accurately than
can be done by casual observation alone, as well as to
avoid costly and destructive errors. Applied in harmony
with biblical revelation, sociology can help us to make
better decisions about human affairs. But it is also clear
that sociological research has often been twisted, in vari-
ous ways, for political ends, in ways that have sometimes
harmed people. The Christian student must approach
this field with real critical discernment, aware of its pit-
falls but appreciative of its promise.

—David Ayers
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derstanding society are also important. This should in-
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Glossary

Asceticism (inner- and other-worldly): a life strongly
designed to please God; other-worldly asceticism
does so primarily through separation from the world,
and inner-worldly asceticism through meaningful,
measurable actions in the world.

Alienation: a state of people being estranged (separated
in a negative way) from others, or from social situa-
tions or processes ranging from the production and
products of labor (Marxist) to psychological states
tied to feeling socially isolated, uncertain how one
is expected to act, or as if life has no meaning or
purpose.

In Luna Park, Coney lsfand

Anomie: a state of uncertainty regarding social norms
(or, “rules”).

Bourgeoisie: owners of the key ways that wealth is pro-
duced in capitalist societies.

Class consciousness: Marxist term for members of a
social class having beliefs, values, and goals that are
consistent with their true interests as a class.

Collective consciousness: Durkheim’s term for “the
body of beliefs and sentiments common to... society.”

Content analysis: the analysis of various types of com-
munication, especially written and spoken words
and visual media.

Crime: a word that is subject to various definitions, from
the straightforward “any violation of criminal law”
(which would be highly relative and would not nec-
essarily involve clear victims) to things like “force or
fraud in the pursuit of self-interest” (which is sup-
posed to be less relative and focus only on acts in-
volving victims).

Deviance: violations of social norms (or, “rules”).

Experiments: research where something is done, in a
controlled setting, in order to see its measurable
effect(s).

False consciousness: Marxist term for members of a so-
cial class having beliefs, values, and goals that are not
consistent with their true interests as a class; usually
used for when workers accept status quo ideas and
social realities in capitalist societies.

Interview: research conducted by directly questioning
respondents.

Latent Pattern Maintenance: in Structural Func-
tionalism, aspects of society that ensure stability by
maintaining key beliefs, ideas, and values over time.

Qualitative research: study of data that has not been
transformed into numerical form, employing logical
analysis but not statistics.

Quantitative research: study of data that has been
transformed into numerical form, generally using
statistics.

Role: rights, duties, and expectations associated with so-
cial positions.

Macrosociology: study of large scale social entities that
usually cannot be observed directly.
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Microsociology: study of interaction between and with-
in individuals and small groups, and of small groups
as a whole, which can mostly be observed directly.

Moral statistics: nineteenth-century term for govern-
ment statistics that were supposed to reflect the un-
derlying moral state of society, such as suicide and
crime rates.

Participant observation: study of people by observing
and interacting with them while being directly in-
volved in their life and activities; also called “field” or
“ethnographic” research.

Positive: in sociology, based on empirical science.

Power: the ability to get others to do what one wants, par-
ticularly against their will.

Pragmatism: the idea that the truth, meaning, and value
of anything are rooted in practical consequences and
utility; “it is true because it works.”

Proletariat: in capitalist societies, working non-owners
(“workers”).

Rates: expressing numbers in terms of numerators and
denominators rather than “raw,” to adjust for varia-
tions in population size and otherwise more accu-
rately represent them; for example, if one place with
100,000 people has 20 suicides, and another with
10,000,000 has 2,000 suicides, their suicide rates
would be identical (2/10,000).

L_.(

Reciprocity: a mutual exchange, usually of rewards or
punishments/costs.

Social class: this refers to people that share a common
position in the social stratification (see below) system;
for followers of both Marx and Weber this specifi-
cally means people who share about the same level
of wealth, though for Marxists this is the only dimen-
sion of social stratification that is important, while for
Weberians status (see below) and power (see above)
are also important dimensions of stratification.

Social Darwinist: someone who believes that society does
and should evolve by promoting the survival and suc-
cess of its fittest members while allowing (or even ac-
tively encouraging) the weakest and least fit to die out.

Social dynamics: the study of social processes and
change.

Social facts: things that are true and stable in any giv-
en society and that direct individual action; usually
these are part of the social structure.

Social functions: the positive purposes that social re-
alities serve which help to explain why they exist.
Functions that are consciously acknowledged and/or
intended are called “manifest”; if not, they are “latent.”
Harmful results of social realities are “dysfunctions.”

Social statics: the study of social structures.

Social stratification: generally the vertical layering
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of society into discrete levels with higher or lower
amounts of something; sociologists focus on levels of
wealth, prestige, or power (see above).

Society: any identifiable group of people who are bound
together by social relationships.

Status: most often refers to social prestige or honor, the
regard to which persons are held by others; some-
times used just to refer to someone’s social class (see
above).

Status Set: the multiple social positions, or roles that peo-
ple occupy at one time; for example, mother, teacher,
wife, friend, church-goer, etc.

Survey: collecting information from respondents by us-
ing questionnaires in which people respond in lim-
ited and fixed ways to questions or statements.

Symbol: representations; visible things that stand for
ideas and thus convey meaning.

Theories: general, abstract explanations for why and how
things come to happen or exist that consist of large
numbers of inter-related variables and propositions.

Variables: things that vary (as opposed to those that
don’t, which are “constants”).

Verstehen: a term associated with Max Weber that re-
fers to empathetic understanding of actors; being
able to understand reality from their perspective.

ENDNOTES

1

Though scholars now note the term appeared in an unpublished
manuscript by the French writer and political thinker Emmanuel
Joseph Sieyes (1748-1836) in 1780, it never caught on at the
time, and there is no evidence Comte was aware of this essay.
As found in Lewis, Charlton T. and Charles Short, A Latin
Dictionary, Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1879.

The reader is referred to Rodney Stark’s excellent discussion
and definition (Sociology, 10th Edition, Thompson; Belmont,
2006, pgs. 33-34).

To be fair, in virtually every field defined here as a “social sci-
ence” there are practitioners who, for various reasons, do not
consider themselves to be social scientists.

There is a great deal of debate as to exactly what Comte meant
by this, with some asserting that he just meant “of the social
sciences.” I provide what appears to be the majority view here.
However, it is important to note these are tendencies only.
These differences of style are not exclusive.

Wang, Yong, “Agency the Internal Split of Structure”
Sociological Forum 23.3 (2008): 481.

“The State of American Sociology,” Sociological Forum 9:2,
199-220, 215,217 (1994), pg. 200.



SPORT AND RECREATION

The year is 1500. Enter any large Western European city
and one building captures your attention: the cathedral.
This enormous structure displays beautiful state-of-the-
art architecture and is the pride of the city. Local resi-
dents sacrificially contribute large sums of money (in the
form of offerings and special gifts) to fund its construc-
tion. Cities are often known by their famous cathedrals:
Notre Dame in Paris, Saint Peter’s in Rome, Saint Paul’s
in London, Saint Vitus in Prague. The cathedrals serve as
tangible expressions of what is valuable to most
medieval Europeans, namely the Christian
religion. The cathedral memorializes
in concrete and stone the kinds of
things that are able to inflame
the passions of medieval
Europeans.

The year is 2000.
Enter any large
American city and
one building
captures your ,
attention: |
the sports )
stadium. This r
enormous ¢
structure
INEVS »:
beautiful
state-of-
the-art
archi-
tecture
and is the
pride of the
city. Local
residents
sacrificially
contribute large
sums of money
(in the form of
bonds and special
tax exemptions) to
fund its construction.

Cities are often known

by their famous stadiums:
Yankee Stadium in New York
City, Fenway Park in Boston,

the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, Lambeau Field in Green Bay.
The stadiums serve as tangible expressions of what is
valuable to most present-day Americans, namely sports.
The sports stadium memorializes in concrete and stone
the kinds of things that are able to inflame the passions of
modern-day Americans.

Sports are not new. Their popularity and significance
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in modern America may well be unprecedented in
human history, but people from all cultures have engaged
in athletics throughout the entirety of human history. Native
Americans were playing a game similar to volleyball by
1000 B.c. A Gaelic lacrosse-like game is so ancient that it
predates Ireland’s recorded history. Both the Iliad and the
Odyssey describe athletic contests, and the first recorded
Greek Olympic Games date from 776 Bc. The Chinese
engaged in gymnastics and a soccer-like game by 300 B,
and polo was played in ancient Persia. Married women
sometimes competed against maidens and spinsters in a
medieval English game similar to present-day soccer. To
study sports and leisure is to study something as universal
as love and war, as commonplace as families and work. It is
no surprise that the New Testament uses athletic metaphors
like “run with endurance the race that is set before us” (Heb.
12:1)"' and “T box in such a way, as not beating the air” (1 Cor.
9:26). These allusions to sport are as understandable today
as they were two millennia ago.

Documenting athletic competition in virtually all
cultures and throughout all of human history is easy.
Understanding why people engage in athletics is more
challenging. Sport’s universality suggests that all humans
have something within them that can only be expressed
in athletic activity. That makes sport a fundamental (and
even irrepressible) human activity. In addition, recreation
frequently serves vital social functions, which means it is
often more than just an idle pastime. Utility (and not just
fun) often accounts for the popularity of sport.

Plato had utility in mind when he stipulated that
youth must receive athletic training. Written about 370
B.C, his book The Republic explains that the ideal edu-
cation includes compulsory instruction in music and
gymnastics. Music is the more important of the two, as
it presents heroic role models to impressionable young
boys and girls by means of storytelling and poetry. But
Plato cautioned that too much music would promote
softness. The remedy: physical exercise. Sport inculcates
essential virtues like endurance, bravery, and self-disci-
pline. He thought too much sport could lead to harshness
and savagery, but the proper balance between music
and gymnastics would produce what Plato called “the
well harmonized man.” Sport teaches youths to balance
softness and hardness, to complement thought with ac-
tion. Plato himself seems to have modeled this ideal. As a
young man, Aristocles had been a prize-winning wrestler
who (according to some sources) was nicknamed “Plato”
by his wrestling coach. (“Plato” meant “broad” and per-
haps “broad shouldered.”) As an older man, he appreci-
ated how sport cultivated human excellence.

Socrates likewise regarded athletics as more than
amusement. Successful living involves struggle and

perseverance, he taught, and recreation both trains one in
such skills and promotes the physical health necessary for
vigorous living, Aristotle was more critical of the brutish
elements of sport than either Plato or Socrates. Even so,
Aristotle also regarded sport as a way to properly order the
physical and the mental. All three classical philosophers
agreed that a good education will instruct the whole per-
son. Man is both mind and body, so both mind and body
must be trained. It is the whole man who lives life, so every
part of man—including his physical body—is engaged in
everything he does. “The body must bear its part in what-
ever men do,” Xenophon reports Socrates as saying, “and
in all the services required from the body, it is of the utmost
importance to have it in the best possible condition.”

Just as classical philosophers saw the utility of sport,
so have military leaders. Track and field events, wres-
tling, chariot racing, archery tournaments, hunting, and
ancient Egyptian “ship jousting” all developed skills that
were useful in wartime. Because the Romans were con-
cerned with training obedient soldiers, they rejected clas-
sical Greek athletics (which they regarded as excessively
individualistic and specialized) for athletics that empha-
sized military practicality. Medieval tournaments gave
knights an opportunity to sharpen their combat skills.
In the wake of the Napoleonic Wars, Denmark, Sweden,
and especially Germany founded gymnastics programs
that were designed to produce better soldiers by encour-
aging obedience and discipline. The founder of the mod-
ern Olympic Games, Pierre de Coubertin, also invented a
military contest for them. His new “modern pentathlon,”
which was added in 1912 amidst the militaristic fervor of
the pre-First World War years, had athletes compete in
pistol marksmanship, fencing, equestrianism, swimming,
and a cross-country run. (The idea was to test the skills
needed by a soldier trapped behind enemy lines.) All of
these examples illustrate the long connection between
sport and warfare.

Sport has also been connected intimately with re-
ligion. References to ball-oriented games in 2000 s.c.
Egypt usually appear in specifically religious contexts.
The first Olympic contests were conducted in honor of
Zeus and featured animal sacrifices. Historian William
J. Baker concludes that traditional games like German
kegels (bowling), French soule (soccer), and Irish iomdin
(hurling, which is similar to lacrosse) all were linked orig-
inally to ancient religious fertility rites. When Spaniards
came to the New World, they found Aztecs playing a
ball game that communicated Mesoamerican religious
values. The game (which indigenous Indians believed
had been invented by the gods themselves) ritualized the
age-old conflict between good and evil. Aztec games also
depicted the struggle between life and death, a message
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that was sometimes further exemplified by having con-
testants sacrificed to the gods. Like art, music, and dance,
sport has long played a role in religion.

What about sport in America? Scholars have studied
recreation around the globe and throughout all of hu-
man history, but sport in America has received the most
academic scrutiny. How have Americans thought about
and engaged in sport over the past four hundred years?
Answering this question will acquaint us with the facts
(or raw data) regarding athletics that help us better un-
derstand the subject. Insofar as sport has rules for how it
functions—insofar as it has core knowledge that informs
analysis and application—we see those rules displayed
in the historical record. To use the language of the trivi-
um, we can see the grammar of sport when we see people
engaging in sport.

Leisure activities in Britain’s North American colo-
nies were informal, featuring no leagues, no professional
athletes, no local teams, and no official record keeping
A festive sporting culture existed in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Europe, but it was not reproduced in
large portions of colonial America. Instead, Puritan piety
and Quaker spirituality resulted in the concept of “law-
ful sports” prevailing in New England and Pennsylvania.
Blood sports, card-playing, and wrestling were frowned
upon; hunting, fishing, and marksmanship were accept-
able. New England children ice-skated and played vari-
ous ball games (but never on the Sabbath). In Carolina,
Virginia, Maryland, and the Hudson River Valley, how-
ever, a more permissive religious environment resulted
in an indulgent recreational culture (and even sports on
the Sabbath). As in Europe, sports here were often associ-
ated with feasting, alcohol, dancing, and merrymaking.
Horseracing was widespread and created an occasion for
gambling, as did cockfighting and card-playing. Gander-
pulling was a favorite sport south of Pennsylvania but
unheard of in Massachusetts. A live goose was hung
by its feet from rope on a tree limb about ten feet off
the ground. The goose’s neck was greased, and men on
horseback raced under the goose and tried to yank off its
head. The winner enjoyed goose for dinner.

Between 1775 and 1850 several dynamics combined
to give American sport an increasingly negative stigma.
The Founding Fathers’ esteem for classical thinking el-
evated austerity to something like a national virtue. For
example, the First Continental Congress formally urged
true patriots to abstain from “every species of extrava-
gance and dissipation, especially all horse-racing, and
all kinds of gambling, cock-fighting . . . and other ex-
pensive diversions and amusements.” The Second Great
Awakening revived religious fervor and reinvigorated the
idea of unlawful recreations. The new business-oriented

Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of
witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside
every encumbrance and the sin which so easily
entangles us, and let us run with endurance the
race that is set before us. —Hebrews 12:1

middle class of the early 1800s grew increasingly influ-
ential, and its sober Victorian ethic denounced idleness
and sport. Thus statesmen’s republicanism, evangelists’
revivalism, and businessmen’s Victorianism combined
to cast the sporting lifestyle as one associated with un-
disciplined living. Sports were increasingly relegated to a
rowdy unmarried male subculture that challenged pre-
vailing Victorian values.

After 1850 sports began to lose their negative “bach-
elor subculture” image and became acceptable forms of
entertainment. Several factors account for this change.
Urban workers’ lives were structured by predictable
work schedules, so they also had predictable free time
and could attend scheduled athletic contests. In the cit-
ies, large numbers of adults could easily gather at ball-
parks to see the hometown team; large numbers of chil-
dren could easily gather in streets for games of stickball.
Rising standards of living meant more people could af-
ford to buy sport equipment or a ticket to a professional
contest. Sports’ popularization after 1850 was also due
to a new way of thinking about recreation. Intellectuals,
reformers, and ministers began to regard physical exer-
cise as a positive good, although for different reasons.
A nationwide concern with improving public health led
to a more salutary assessment of physical exercise. For
the first time, some Americans made the classical argu-
ment that athletics could cultivate desirable character
traits like bravery, self-denial, and self-discipline. Ralph
Waldo Emerson expressed this new embrace of sport
when he spoke of recreation’s ability to improve man:
“Archery, cricket, gun and fishing-rod, horse and boat
are all educators, liberalizers, and so are ... swimming,
skating, climbing, fencing, riding, [and] lessons in the art
of power....” The Founding Fathers had associated sport
with dissipation; one of America’s preeminent antebel-
lum intellectuals now associated it with education. By the
late 1800s American colleges were following the British
lead and using sports as a way to inculcate the virtues of
manliness and teamwork.

Christians joined in this reassessment of sports. Prior
to the Civil War, American evangelicals had taken an es-
pecially dim view of athletics. By the late 1800s, however,
believers were alarmed by the seemingly rampant im-
morality in the growing cities. Some faulted what they re-
garded as an excessively feminized Victorian Christianity
that allegedly alienated men. Others believed that urban
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men needed wholesome alternatives to sinful activi-
ties. The remedy: the Muscular Christianity movement.
Christians embraced physical activity as a way to pro-
mote masculinity, spirituality, and moral purity. Many
American cities already had Young Men’s Christian
Association chapters; now these YMCAs acquired their
own buildings complete with gymnasiums, bowling al-
leys, and swimming pools. The late nineteenth-century
YMCAs, where young men could find both recreation
and revival meetings in the dangerous city, symbolized
the new partnership between athletics and Christianity.

Post-1920 sports have been marked by rationalization,
bureaucratization, quantification, and professionaliza-
tion. Organized leagues—for professional athletes, colleg-
es, high schools, children, and church softball teams—
have replaced informal contests. Official record keeping
and statistics have replaced word-of-mouth recollections.
In the 1920s, daily newspapers began including a sec-
tion dedicated wholly to sports. Television made athletic
events a significant part of its regular programming in the
1960s, thereby solidifying sports as a lucrative segment
of the entertainment industry. In a culture driven increas-
ingly by consumerism, sports have been transformed into
a consumable item—which is to say it has become a form
of entertainment (or a product) for which people pay. As
valued commodities, athletes are now marketed as celeb-
rities and heroes. The sport of snowboarding exemplifies
the rationalization process. Invented in the 1960s as rec-
reation for children, snowboarding’s specialized equip-
ment and universal rules evolved almost overnight until
the sport became an Olympic event in 1998. An example
of the quantification trend: when the gold medal gymnast
scores 16.225 and the silver medalist scores 16.025, it in-
dicates that the graceful sport of gymnastics can now be
measured in precise thousandth-of-a-point increments.
Though commonplace today, these things were unheard
of a century ago.

Sports’ appeal is understandable. Whether played or
watched, games provide an escape from stress. It feels
good to sink a jump shot or bowl a strike. Fans triumph vi-
cariously when their team wins and thereby derive emo-
tional satisfaction from the contest. Television converts
athletic contests into packaged entertainment complete
with human interest stories, color commentators, and
dramatic storylines. However, sport may well appeal to
people on less obvious levels as well. Some psychologists
think athletic successes deliver more than fleeting senses
of gratification; rather, they fulfill what they regard as
man’s basic need for self-actualization. The famously
successful 1990s “Be Like Mike” advertising campaign
was built upon the idea that anyone could share a con-
nection with basketball superstar Michael Jordan by

doing what he does (which is shoot a basketball) and
drinking what he drinks (which is Gatorade). By narrow-
ing the psychological distance between himself and the
sports superstar, the average Joe feels better about him-
self. Ceremonies like the singing of the national anthem,
the presentation of the U.S. flag, pre-game prayers, and
the receiving of sports champions at the White House
sacralize sports and convert them into a kind of civil reli-
gion. Like any religion, sport gives meaning, satisfaction,
and a sense of identity to its adherents.

Recreation creates special challenges for Christians.
The sad reality of mankind’s sinful condition is that we
can corrupt any of God’s good gifts. Our sin can poison
our athletic activities so that they are displeasing to God,
unhelpful to men, and dangerous to our own souls. “As
a result of sin,” observes Arthur Holmes, longtime pro-
fessor of philosophy at Wheaton College, “leisure has
become laziness and play self-indulgence; players are
exploited, and the playful life is perverted.”

Perhaps athletics’ most serious temptation is idolatry.
Worshipping little statues is not the essence of idolatry;
rather, idolatry is attempting to meet deep and funda-
mental needs through a substitute god (that is, through
some thing other than the true God). Examples of “deep
and fundamental needs” include the need for a sense of
purpose in life, the need to be committed to something
worthwhile, the need to find fulfillment and satisfaction,
and the need to feel like our lives have worth. Idols claim
to meet these fundamental human needs; they promise
us things that only God gives. Potential idols include
money, romance, popularity, jobs, hobbies, and physical
appearance. It may be that sports are the idols of choice
among many Americans today.

Sport idolatry can be subtle. How do I know if sport has
become my idol? The first questions to ask are ones relating
to identity and fulfillment. Is my identity as a person created
largely by my athletic life? Do 1 find deep emotional and
psychological satisfaction in sport? Do I organize my life
around my recreation, giving it the priority that only God de-
serves? God Himself orients our lives through the risen Lord
Jesus Christ. Deriving such purpose and contentment from
money, people, material possessions, or sports is the essence
of idolatry. Questions that identify what I love are also help-
ful. Sport may be my idol if I consistently get passionate over
sports but regard serving God as laborious, painful, or bor-
ing. Because passion is committed, intense, and sustained
desire, it is another indicator of what we regard as impor-
tant. Which is greater: my enthusiasm for the things of God
or my enthusiasm for sports? We make sacrifices for the
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muscular Christians has hold of the old chivalrous and Christian belief, that a man’s body is given him to be
trained and brought into subjection, and then used for the protection of the weak, the advancement of all
righteous causes, and the subduing of the earth which God has given to the children of men.”

things that we love: how do my sacrifices for sports compare ~ Then Davies offers this illuminating insight:

to my sacrifices for God’s kingdom? We protect the things
that we love: do I defend church issues as zealously as I de-
fend sports issues? We want to learn more about the things
that we love: do I know more about soccer than I do about
justification by faith?

Historian Richard Davies helps us understand how
sport can become idolatry. His book America’s Obsession:
Sports and Society Since 1945 concludes with these
thought-provoking words:

Halberstam captures one of the essential qualities
of sports. They provide Americans with a safe and
comfortable haven in an often confusing, unsta-
ble, and disturbing world. . . . Lifelong participant
sports such as golf, tennis, swimming, cycling,
and bowling have helped individuals find mean-
ing and continuity in their lives. . . . Caught up in
this era of turbulent change and vast uncertainty,

Sports in modern America thus has taken on a
significance greater than the wins and losses
reported in the daily newspapers, becoming a
powerful metaphor for life in the United States.
Recalling his teenage years during the late 1940s,
[Pulitzer Prize winner] David Halberstam writes,
“The world of baseball seemed infinitely more
real and appealing than the world around me.....
Encouraged by [radio announcer] Mel Allen and
countless sportswriters, I believed that I knew the
Yankees not only as players but as people— they
were part of my extended family.”

many Americans have found a refuge in sports.
The void often left unfilled by politics, work, fam-
ily, or religion has been at least partially filled by
an increased involvement in the world of sports.

Davies is discussing sports here, but he is also discussing
how sports can do the things that religions typically do.
After all, Christians speak frequently of havens, refuges,
unfilled voids, and finding meaning. Because of sin, all
humans live in a world that Davies aptly characterizes
as confusing, unstable, and disturbing. We long for ful-
fillment and seek satisfaction. We discover that a void
exists inside us and desperately attempt to fill it with all
kinds of things, including sports. In the end, though, these
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earthly remedies fail us. That is because only the Lord
Jesus Christ can fill the God-shaped void in our souls.
Only He gives real satisfaction and fulfillment. Sport is
a useful gift from God, but it cannot provide a satisfying
refuge in our fallen world. Only the Good Shepherd can
do this: He came that we may have life and have it abun-
dantly (John 10:10).

Making recreation into an idol is often subtle.
However, sport poses more obvious challenges to be-
lievers. For example, how should Christians think about
the competitive aspects of athletics? To be sure, compe-
tition can be salutary. It can be a means of developing
self-discipline, teamwork skills, a healthy work ethic,
and problem-solving abilities. Good-natured competi-
tion among friends can be invigorating. However, sports
can also nurture a malicious and unbiblical competitive-
ness. Some athletes do not merely try to win; they try to
crush and humiliate. They cheat because they accept the
atrocious idea that (in football legend’s Vince Lombardi’s
famous words) “winning is the only thing” They use per-
formance-enhancing drugs that violate laws and harm
their bodies. Surely the athletic playing field is not an
“ethics-free zone” where God’s people are exempt from
biblical commands. Will the Holy Spirit lead us to dis-
parage teammates, boo umpires, and humiliate oppos-
ing players? Of course not. Spiritual fruit like love, kind-
ness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal. 5:22-23) can and
should be displayed while engaging in athletic competi-
tion. Athletes can play to win and yet still be compassion-
ate (Col. 3:12). Unrestrained competitiveness can train
men in unrighteousness.

Sport can also fuel unrestrained egoism. Self-exalting
athletic victory celebrations are sometimes little more
than conceited displays of pride, which likewise damage
our souls. Boastful chest-thumping is now commonplace
in American sports, even among eight-year-old

Idolatry is attempting to meet
deep and fundamental

needs through a
substitute god. Idols
claim to meet these
fundamental human
needs; they promise
us things that only
God gives. It may
be that sports

are the idols

of choice

among

many

Americans

today.

t-ball players. Amateur athletes of all ages mimic the pro-
fessionals they see on television by strutting, congratu-
lating themselves, and expecting public adoration. At
some point, self-aggrandizing victory celebrations make
a mockery of the biblical virtue of humility. Arrogance
and boastfulness are still sins (Rom. 1:30). Victory does
not justify narcissism, swaggering, or sinful pride.
Idolatry, hyper-competitiveness, and egoism are
temptations born of excessive sport enthusiasm. Athletics
can also create challenges for believers who are not sport
enthusiasts. Some Christians see sport-related problems
(like violence, cheating, drug use, gambling addictions,
and the immoral lifestyles of some athletes) and conclude
that sport is inherently evil. They echo the Victorians’
concerns in the 1800s when they judge sport to be inevi-
tably linked to unbiblical lifestyles. The godly man, they
say, will eschew athletics for more sober and profitable
pursuits. He will become a kind of modern-day monk
with regard to sport who separates himself from athletics
to avoid its worldliness and contamination. Of course, it
is true that sinful men sometimes do sinful things when
they engage in recreation. However, it is also true that
God created everything that exists, including sports (Eph.
3:9, Col. 1:16, Rev. 4:11). Moreover, everything created by
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God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received
with thanksgiving and made holy by the word of God
and prayer (1 Tim. 4:4). Dismissing sport as worthless
and inherently evil does violence to the biblical doctrine
of creation. Christians should appreciate the beauty of
God’s creative work and delight in it. That includes God’s
work inside humans. Thus we glorify God when we ad-
mire His enabling of men to write poetry, paint pictures,
or kick soccer balls. Graceful athleticism should be es-
teemed and cultivated as much as graceful music or art.

Perhaps most importantly, believers must think
Christianly about sports. That means the Bible should in-
form the Christian’s response to questions like “Why do
I play sports?” and “How much time and money should
I spend on athletics?” and “Will I participate in these lei-
sure activities in the same manner as unbelievers?” Good
Christians may well disagree on precisely what it looks
like when they think biblically about recreation and lei-
sure. All should agree, however, that God’s people must
think carefully about the subject.

Sport is simply too large a part of life today for
Christians to not think carefully about it. According to the
Sports Business Journal, the American recreation industry
in 2008 was seven times larger than the nation’s movie
industry and over twice as large as the U.S. auto industry.
People identify themselves by referencing sports, both
in speech (“Hi, I'm Frank, and I'm a Los Angeles Lakers
fan.”) and by wearing clothing that bears athletic logos.
Americans now spend more money annually on sports-
related gambling than they do on movie theater tickets,
vacation cruises, and amusement parks combined. Super
Bowl Sunday is probably more of a true American nation-
al holiday today than federal holidays like President’s Day
and Columbus Day. To not think Christianly about sports
is to not think Christianly about an almost omnipresent
aspect of everyday life in modern America.

Nor should Christians assume that the way mod-
ern society thinks about sports is necessarily honoring
to God. Just as unbelievers are prone to think unbibli-
cally about politics, economics, and marriage, so they are
prone to think unbiblically about athletics. This does not
mean that everything unbelievers think about sports is
wrong. Rather, God’s people should evaluate the ways
the culture at large thinks about sports and avoid be-

ing squeezed into the world’s mold (Rom. 12:1-2).
Like work, marriage, education, and child-rearing,
sports must be submitted to Christ’s lordship (2 Cor.
10:5). Surely Abraham Kuyper's famous dictum ap-
plies to recreation: “There is not a square inch in the

whole domain of our human existence over which Christ,
who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!”

Early Christians seem to have thought carefully and
courageously about this matter. While they accepted the
athleticism of the Greeks, they condemned the brutality
of Roman sports. Converted gladiators who were free to
leave their profession often were barred from baptism
unless they did so, and Christians who attended violent
Roman games were often denied communion. Believers
today should think about Christ’s lordship over sports
as well. For example, is it true that children are deprived
of something important if they do not compete on youth
athletic teams? One estimate is that the typical American
family spends about $3,000 annually on sports mer-
chandise and events; is this good stewardship of God's
money? Is it acceptable for a Christian to bloody his op-
ponent in a mixed martial arts contest? Is it acceptable
for a Christian to watch men bloody each other in a tele-
vised mixed martial arts contest? While the Bible may
not provide specific answers to such questions, it surely
leads believers to ask them.

It is unfortunate that many Christians today do not
ask such questions. They seemingly think that the Bible
has little to say about sport. Recreation is not command-
ed, forbidden, encouraged, or discouraged, they believe.
Bible characters model activities like working, eating,
resting, and warring, but we never see them kicking a
ball. They conclude that recreation is a neutral or dis-
cretionary activity (or an “indifferent thing,” a concept
expressed by theologians with the word adiaphora). To
say that Christians ought to think in certain ways about
sport is to go beyond what the Bible says. Of course, these
Christians say, believers should display biblical behav-
iors if they engage in recreation. They should play fair
and not cheat. But according to this “indifferent thing”
mentality, sport is simply a fun pastime. It is a kind of
vacation from life when we play (or watch others play)
arbitrary games. Christians are neither better nor worse
for participating in sports, and there is no real value to
playing or watching athletics. Those who look at sport in
this manner are sometimes puzzled by the idea of think-
ing Christianly about athletics. There is no specifically
Christian understanding of recreation, they maintain.
The implication of this mentality: there is little danger in
thinking about leisure in the same way as unbelievers.

But the Bible is not silent regarding sport. It provides
principles that believers can (and should) apply to the is-
sue of recreation. Those principles suggest two alterna-
tive paradigms for understanding what it means to think
Christianly about sports. One can be described as the
utilitarian model, and the other can be described as the
intrinsic good model.
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“[W]hen you go to a soccer game, your children are put on the stage. The parents are, in theory, standing on the
sidelines but they are also on stage before one another. It seemed like everyone was performing. I've talked about
the artificiality of this in the past and some of my friends have chided me saying, ‘Well, what isn't artificial? Why
are you complaining about this? Isn’t this what we wanted and worked so hard to have?’ They are right in a way,
but this environment seems somehow more artificial. . . . Eve in Suburbia oddly enough evolved from the idea of
the pentocrator, but instead of Christ holding the world there is this woman holding a soccer ball. She contem-
plates this ball with a smile on her face. There is an element of irony in representing that soccer ball as a kind of
universe. There is a strong religious dimension to athletics that goes back to ancient times and is still here today.
We often hear athletes after the game talking about how God helped them play and win.”—Joel Sheesley?

The utilitarian model holds that athletics is good only
if they serve a higher and spiritual end. According to this
understanding, good recreation is recreation that equips
the participant for service to God. Humans need sea-
sons of relaxation and refreshment in order to serve God
well; accordingly, leisure is both legitimate and needful.
(After all, this was the original meaning of the word rec-
reation: it referred to the weary man being renewed and
re-created). To the extent that sport promotes health and
health facilitates effective service in God’s kingdom, sport
is good. If participating with unbelievers in recreational
activities leads to evangelistic opportunities, then such
recreation is good.

The utilitarian model often speaks of lawful sports.
This is an old Puritan phrase that captures the idea that a
recreational activity must be tested to see if it enables one
to serve God better. “Let us know that honest recreation is

a thing not only lawful,” wrote John Downame, a Puritan
pastor, “but also profitable and necessary.” Puritan
William Perkins agreed, asserting that a judicious dose
of recreation made a man a better laborer. “No doubt but
some sport and recreation is lawful, yea needful,” advised
Richard Baxter, another Puritan pastor, “and therefore a
duty to some men.” (What kinds of sports did the Puritans
enjoy? A short list includes archery, shooting, running,
leaping, fencing, bowling, swimming, hunting, and fish-
ing) When two Harvard College students drowned in a
1696 ice skating accident, Harvard President Increase
Mather consoled the grieving parents by assuring them
that “although death found them using recreations
(which students need for their health’s sake), they were
lawful recreations.”

Unlawful sports, then, are recreations that yield bad
fruit. As Puritan Philip Stubbes put it, “Any exercise which
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withdraws us from godliness, either upon the Sabbath
or any other day, is wicked, and to be forbidden.” For
those who hold to the utilitarian model, recreations that
promote pride or malice would be deemed unlawful. So
would recreations that involve gambling. So would cruel
blood sports like cockfighting or dog-fighting, as well as
recreations that prevent people from engaging in legiti-
mate duties on the Sabbath Day. (Much of the Puritans’
criticism of sports was related to their sabbatarianism, as
Sunday had become the preeminent sporting day in six-
teenth- and seventeenth-century England.)

The idea of lawful and unlawful sports remains use-
ful today. It provides a question with which a Christian
can test a recreational activity: does this sport lead me to
glorify God more fully? The Bible itself provides scrip-
tural warrant for asking this question: “Whether, then,
you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of
God” (1 Cor. 10:31). This verse implies that everything we
do matters to God because everything we do either mag-
nifies or obscures His glory. Playing or watching sports
cannot be neutral; we either do it right or we do it wrong.
If watching a basketball game enables me to return to my
legitimate duties with new energy, or if playing basket-
ball with my son strengthens our relationship, it is a good
thing. If watching basketball games consumes so much
time that I neglect needful tasks, or if playing basketball
with my co-workers fuels pride in me, it is a bad thing.

Like the utilitarian model, the intrinsic good model
also says that sports can be done right. However, this
model understands sport as a good end in itself, not
merely as a means to a higher end. The advocates of the
intrinsic good model begin by asking the important ques-
tion, “Who invented sports?” They answer with, “God did,
much in the same sense that God invented music and art.”
God Himself created humans with the capacity and incli-
nation to engage in athletics. Like music and art, sport is
one of God’s good gifts to mankind. Like music and art,
sport is man’s cultivation of God-given giftings and de-
sires. God could have created humans with neither abil-
ity nor inclination to engage in physical recreation, but
He did not. God instead planted the seeds of creative and
expressive recreational activities inside us. Because God
is a God of purpose, it is reasonable to infer that He de-
liberately created mankind with these innate capacities
so that men might develop them. When humans pursue
athletics in a godly manner, it is part of their exercising
dominion over God’s creation. Specifically, “doing sports
right” is subduing that part of God’s creation that is resi-
dent inside man himself.

The implications of this kind of thinking are pro-
found. They mean an athlete can glorify God even if
his sports seemingly have no apparent utilitarian value

and do not equip him for some other God-oriented ser-
vice. Likewise, God-honoring sports need not result in an
evangelistic payoff. Our running, jumping, throwing, or
catching is the development of God-implanted abilities,
so such activities are intrinsically good.

Consider an analogy between sports and music. The
godly violinist can glorify God when she makes music alone
in a soundproof room. At that moment, the music neither
better equips her to comfort the poor nor brings anyone to
faith in Christ. The spiritual value of her music is not con-
tingent upon some later payoff. Rather, the music can be
intrinsically good simply because the violinist is develop-
ing God-given abilities. Even non-Christians say things like
“music is good for its own sake” or “music is good for music’s
sake,” but such expressions veil the Author of music. What
they really mean is “music is good for God’s sake.” Music
points to a greater Someone behind the music.

Although this kind of thinking is typically applied to
art and music, it can be applied to sport as well. Does not
sport share a common aesthetic element with art, music, lit-
erature, and drama? Do not even amateur athletes engage
in creative acts like amateur dancers and actors? Cannot
all these activities serve as entertainment and therefore be
packaged as consumable products? Do not “fans” praise
the great painter? Do not “spectators” applaud the great
author? Is not the sports arena similar to the movie the-
ater? “[BJaseball is a game of aesthetic form, a ritual elabo-
rating some music of the human spirit,” observes conser-
vative author and philosopher Michael Novak. “Done well,
it is as satisfying as a symphony, as moving as Swan Lake
or Madame Butterfly. People who respond aesthetically to
sports are sane. Those who do not may be teachable.” Art
is good when it displays authenticity, beauty, intentional-
ity, originality, skill, and moral integrity; it is bad when it
is derivative, trite, sloppy, and crassly utilitarian. Might not
these same criteria apply to good and bad sports?

Such criteria suggest that sport is intrinsically
good when authentic motives cause us to engage in it.
Examples of authentic motives include, “I enjoy exer-
cising,” and “I am suited for tennis but not golf,” and “I
want to develop better relationships with my friends.”
Mindlessly wasting time on a video game is uninten-
tional, but playing a video game with dad may satisfy
the test of purposeful and meaningful activity. It is “un-
original” when I spend six hours every Sunday watching
football games on television for no better reason than I
am a creature of habit. (The sports couch potato, there-
fore, is both unintentional and unoriginal) We display
skill when we try to run faster or dribble the soccer ball
better. Are not some gymnastic routines and some golf
shots nothing short of beautiful, especially to the ama-
teur who can appreciate the skill involved? In the end,
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the man who regards his sports as an intrinsic good of-
ten does see salutary fruit. However, it is the person who
holds to the intrinsic good model, and not the one who
believes in the utilitarian model, who can say what the
Eric Liddell character in the movie Chariots of Fire said:
“God made me fast, and when I run I feel His pleasure.”

Because the intrinsic good model recognizes athlet-
ics as springing from God’s creative work in humans, it
harmonizes with the biblical doctrine of creation. It also
harmonizes with the liberal arts educational ideal. Liberal
education is not crassly utilitarian; it endorses the improv-
ing of human abilities for their own sake. The student
who pursues literature simply because she loves it will
not be useless in society because liberal education also
cultivates wisdom in her. Wise people are never irrelevant.
Disciplining latent athletic ability because it showcases
human excellence is analogous to nurturing latent poetry-
writing skill because it, too, displays excellence. Neither
athletic nor intellectual activity need be “formed or sacri-
ficed to some particular or accidental purpose,” to borrow
a phrase from the great nineteenth century champion of
liberal education, John Henry Cardinal Newman. Such
activities are inherently good when part of a liberal educa-
tion that also imparts wisdom.

A Christian response to sport also involves appreciat-
ing the practical benefits they deliver. Recreation is more
than just something that God created; it is also a good gift
from God. Believers should understand why sport is a good
gift for at least two reasons. First, we glorify God when we

more fully appreciate His ample provision for our needs.
Second, we are more likely to engage in sport (and benefit
from it) when we see how God uses it to bless us.

Perhaps the most obvious sport-related benefit is
good health. God gives us a body and expects us to be
good stewards of this great blessing. Although the is-
sue of stewardship is typically mentioned in regard
to financial matters, we are also stewards of the bod-
ies God has given us. Good stewards take care of what
has been entrusted to them. Part of taking care of our
bodies is engaging in the physical exercise that is the
very essence of athletics. Nor is good health restricted
to good physical health. Research indicates that physi-
cal activity also promotes emotional and psychological
health. Indeed, a standard therapy for people suffering
from depression is a regimen of physical exercise. This
is hardly a new idea, as the classical Greek philosophers
were touting the non-physical benefits of sport in 350
B.C. God’s gift of sports is indeed a good gift.

Sport also has the ability to promote salutary char-
acter traits. This is one reason why athletics was an in-
tegral component of classical Greek education. It is also
a primary reason why Americans and Britons began in-
cluding sports in their formal (and classically-based) col-
lege curricula in the nineteenth century. Like the Greeks,
American and British college educators realized that
athletic exertion could promote self-discipline, courage,
and mental toughness. Team sports could impart skills
related to cooperation. Athletes learn to display poise and
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not panic. To be sure, recreation does not automatically
produce virtuous character. It can reinforce both self-de-
nying teamwork and self-promoting egoism. When done
right, however, recreation indeed cultivates biblical char-
acter traits like perseverance, self-control, and humility.

“A joyful heart is good medicine,” says Proverbs
17:22. For good reason, Christians reject asceticism as
unbiblical. The healthy Christian life is one that includes
seasons of laughter and fun. One of the benefits of sport
is how it creates such seasons. It is good for friends to
build camaraderie as they play soccer together. It is good
for family members to laugh together when they go bowl-
ing. This is also why watching athletics can be beneficial.
Viewing sport on television can trigger the kind of joy
that music lovers experience when they attend a concert
or that art aficionados experience when they tour an art
gallery. Seeing a favorite team win or your friends com-
pete well can help create what the Bible calls a cheerful
heart (Prov. 15:15). Of course, all this can be (and often is)
taken too far. Some athletes live exclusively for sports be-
cause they live exclusively for the fun that sports provide.
Some spectators make “watching the game” an excuse
for laziness and irresponsibility. These abuses do not ne-
gate the fact that sport—when it is done right—can be a
source of what the Puritan poet John Milton called “de-
lightful intermissions” of “joy and harmless pastime.”

“All things are lawful for me, but not all things are prof-
itable. All things are lawful for me, but I will not be mastered
by anything” (1 Cor. 6:12). This principle summarizes nicely
how Christians should think about recreation. First, sin can
cause us to misuse sport so that it is unprofitable to us and
even enslaves us. Recreation can cultivate unbiblical behav-
iors and character traits. It can steal our time and money. It
can displace the Lord Jesus Christ as
our supreme love. It can become an
idol that dominates our lives, demands
our sacrifices, and delivers on none of
its promises. Like any created thing,
sport can become an unhelpful snare.
Second, sport is lawful for the faithful
follower of Christ. God created recre-
ation and the believer does well to ben-
efit from it. The man who lives accord-
ing to the law of God (or, to put that
another way, according to the will of
God) understands that athletics is part
of the created order and thus should
be enjoyed. Do you want to live law-
fully? Then think and live Christianly
when it comes to recreation.

—Robert Spinney
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