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For any of us to be fully conscious intellectually we should not only be able to detect the worldviews of others but be aware of our own—why it is ours and why in light of so many options we think it is true.

JIM SIRE
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I FIRST MET JIM SIRE more than fifty years ago. I was a twenty-one-year-old college student, attending an InterVarsity National Leadership Institute at Cedar Campus in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. Jim was the newly appointed, first full-time editor of InterVarsity Press. I found him warm and engaging with a self-deprecating, if often impish and provocative, sense of humor. Bright and inquisitive, he seemed just the right person to launch a new era in Christian publishing with the university and the world as its purview.

Little did I imagine then that ten years later he would invite me to join the editorial staff of the Press. By then the first edition of The Universe Next Door had already established itself as a key book for the intellectually curious looking to explore how Christianity fit within the swirl of worldviews on university campuses. The book itself, as Jim notes, grew from a series of lectures that he gave over several summers at the Christian Study Project. I spent a few days sitting in on the lectures in the summer of 1979. Soon thereafter I became Jim’s primary in-house editor, working not only on revisions of The Universe Next Door, but also on most of his subsequent books: Scripture Twisting, Discipleship of the Mind, Chris Chrisman Goes to College, Why Should Anyone Believe Anything at All?, Habits of the Mind, Naming the Elephant, Why Good Arguments Often Fail, and A Little Primer on Humble Apologetics. We spent many a lunch hour together and with others exploring Jim’s ideas on these and many other topics.

So I was honored when the editorial staff invited me to work on this sixth edition. Had Jim not already done most of the work on the revisions prior to his untimely death in February 2018, I wouldn’t have attempted it—I’ve neither taught nor researched the material independently—though years of friendship have helped me to think Jim’s thoughts after him. Most of Jim’s additions will be found at the end of the book where an additional chapter, “Building a Christian Worldview for the Twenty-First Century: A Work in Progress,” and an appendix containing several helpful diagrams and thumbnail sketches may be found.

I have expanded the number of sidebars that offer helpful definitions and reflections along the way, and I have added updated references at various points, some of which came directly from Jim and others that came from outside reviewers—namely, Tawa J. Anderson, Robert Lively, and J. Mark Bertrand. While unable to implement all their helpful suggestions, I am grateful for the feedback these readers offered. Previous users will note that instead of just referencing the worldview questions by number as they come up in each chapter, I have added a brief parenthetical word or two to trigger the reader’s memory of the issue involved. Each chapter now includes questions for reflection and discussion that should add to comprehension of the material.

I hope this new edition will serve a new generation of readers seeking to live out an examined life under the Lordship of Jesus Christ.
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IT HAS BEEN MORE THAN thirty-three years since this book was first published in 1976. Much has happened both in the development of worldviews in the West and in the way others and I have come to understand the notion of worldview.

In 1976 the New Age worldview was just forming and had yet to be given a name. I called it “the new consciousness.” At the same time the word postmodern was used only in academic circles and had yet to be recognized as an intellectually significant shift. Now, in 2009, the New Age is over thirty years old, adolescent only in character, not in years. Meanwhile postmodernism has penetrated every area of intellectual life, enough to have triggered at least a modest backlash. Pluralism and the relativism and syncretism that have accompanied it have muted the distinctive voice of every point of view. And though the third edition of this book noted these, there is now more to the stories of both the New Age and postmodernism. In the fourth edition I updated the chapter on the New Age and substantially revised the chapter on postmodernism.

In the fourth edition I also reformulated the entire notion of worldview. What is it, really? There have been challenges to the definition I gave in 1976 (and left unchanged in the 1988 and 1997 editions). Was it not too intellectual? Isn’t a worldview more unconscious than conscious? Why does it begin with abstract ontology (the notion of being) instead of the more personal question of epistemology (how we know)? Don’t we first need to have our knowledge justified before we can make claims about the nature of ultimate reality? Isn’t my definition of worldview dependent on nineteenth-century German idealism or, perhaps, the truth of the Christian worldview itself? What about the role of behavior in forming or assessing or even identifying one’s worldview? Doesn’t postmodernism undermine the very notion of worldview?

I took these challenges to heart. The result was twofold. First was the writing of Naming the Elephant: Worldview as a Concept (now in a second edition), originally published at the same time as the fourth edition of The Universe Next Door. There I addressed a host of issues surrounding the concept of worldview. Readers who are interested in the intellectual tool used in the fourth edition and this one will find it analyzed at much greater depth there. To do this, I was greatly aided by the work of David Naugle, professor of philosophy at Dallas Baptist University. In Worldview: The History of a Concept he surveyed the origin, development, and various versions of the concept from Immanuel Kant to Arthur Holmes and beyond, and he presents his own definition of the Christian worldview. It is his identification of worldview with the biblical notion of the heart that has spawned my own revised definition, which appears in chapter one of the fourth edition and the present book.

Readers of any of the first three editions will note that the new definition does four things. First, it shifts the focus from a worldview as a “set of presuppositions” to a “commitment, a fundamental orientation of the heart,” giving more emphasis to the pretheoretical roots of the intellect. Second, it expands the way worldviews are expressed, adding to a set of presuppositions the notion of story. Third, it makes more explicit that the deepest root of a worldview is its commitment to and understanding of the “really real.” Fourth, it acknowledges the role of behavior in assessing what anyone’s worldview actually is. To further emphasize the importance of one’s worldview as a commitment, in this fifth edition I have added an eighth worldview question: What personal, life-orienting core commitments are consistent with this worldview?

Nonetheless, most of the analysis of the first four editions of The Universe Next Door remains the same. Except for chapter three on deism, which has been significantly expanded to account for the diversities within this worldview, only occasional changes have been made in the presentation and analysis of the first six of the eight worldviews examined. It is my hope that with the refined definition and these modest revisions the powerful nature of every worldview will be more fully evident.

Finally, there is one major worldview now affecting the West that I have not treated in any of the previous editions. Since September 11, 2001, Islam has become a major factor of life not only in the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia, but in Europe and North America as well. The Islamic worldview (or perhaps worldviews) now impinges on the lives of people around the globe. Moreover, the term worldview appears in daily newspapers when writers try to grasp and explain what is fueling the stunning events of the past few years. Unfortunately, I am not personally prepared to respond to the need for us in America to understand Islam’s understanding of our world. So I have asked Dr. Winfried Corduan, professor of philosophy and religion at Taylor University and author of a number of books but especially of Neighboring Faiths, to contribute a chapter on Islamic worldviews.1

One final comment on my motivation for the first edition. It has triggered numerous negative comments especially among Amazon.com reviewers who complain that the book displays a pro-Christian bias. They want an unbiased study. There is no such thing as an unbiased study of any significant intellectual idea or movement. Of course an analysis of worldviews will display some sort of bias. Even the idea of an objective account assumes that objectivity is possible or more valuable than an account from a committed and acknowledged perspective. C. S. Lewis, writing about his interpretation of John Milton’s Paradise Lost, once commented that his Christian faith was an advantage. “What would you not give,” he asked, “to have a real live Epicurean at your elbow while reading Lucretius?”2 Here you have a real live Christian’s guide to the Christian worldview and its alternatives.

Furthermore, I first wrote the book for Christian students in the mid-1970s; it was designed to help them identify why they often felt so “out of it” when their professors assumed the truth of ideas they deemed odd or even false. I wanted these students to know the outlines of a “merely” Christian worldview, how it provided the foundation for much of the modern Western world’s understanding of reality, and what the differences were between the Christian worldview and the various worldviews that either stemmed from Christianity by variation and decay, or countered Christianity at its very intellectual roots. The book was immediately adopted as a text in both secular institutions—Stanford, the University of Rhode Island, and North Texas State, for example—and Christian colleges. Subsequent editions have been edited to acknowledge readers with other worldviews, but the Christian perspective has, without apology, not been changed.

In fact, the continued interest of readers in this book continues to surprise and please me. It has been translated into nineteen languages, and each year it finds its way into the hands of many students at the behest of professors in courses as widely divergent as apologetics, history, English literature, introduction to religion, introduction to philosophy, and even one on the human dimensions of science. Such a range of interests suggests that one of the assumptions on which the book is based is indeed true: the most fundamental issues we as human beings need to consider have no departmental boundaries. What is prime reality? Is it God or the cosmos? What is a human being? What happens at death? How should we then live? These questions are as relevant to literature as to psychology, to religion as to science.

On one issue I remain constant: I am convinced that for any of us to be fully conscious intellectually we should not only be able to detect the worldviews of others but be aware of our own—why it is ours and why, in light of so many options, we think it is true. I can only hope that this book becomes a steppingstone for others toward their self-conscious development and justification of their own worldview.

In addition to the many acknowledgments contained in the footnotes, I would especially like to thank C. Stephen Board, who many years ago invited me to present much of this material in lecture form at the Christian Study Project, sponsored by InterVarsity Christian Fellowship and held at Cedar Campus in Michigan. He and Thomas Trevethan, also on the staff of that program, have given excellent counsel in the development of the material and in the continued critique of my worldview thinking since the first publication of this book.

Other friends who have read the manuscript and helped polish some of the rough edges are C. Stephen Evans (who contributed the section on Marxism), Winfried Corduan (who contributed the chapter on Islam), Os Guinness, Charles Hampton, Keith Yandell, Douglas Groothuis, Richard H. Bube, Rodney Clapp, Gary Deddo, Chawkat Moucarry, and Colin Chapman. Dan Synnestvedt’s review of the fourth edition sparked my vision for a fifth and provided guidance, especially for the chapter on deism. Recognition, too, goes to David Naugle, without whom my definition of a worldview would have remained unchanged. To them and to the editor of this edition, James Hoover, goes my sincere appreciation. I would also like to acknowledge the feedback from the many students who have weathered worldview criticism in my classes and lectures. Finally, which rightly should be firstly, I must thank my wife, Marjorie, who not only proofed draft after draft of edition after edition, but who suffered my attention to the manuscript when I had best attended to her and our family. Love gives no better gift than suffering for others.

Responsibility for the continued infelicities and the downright errors in this book is, alas, my own.
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But often, in the world’s most crowded streets,

But often, in the din of strife,

There rises an unspeakable desire

After the knowledge of our buried life:

A thirst to spend our fire and restless force

In tracking out our true, original course;

A longing to inquire

Into the mystery of this heart which beats

So wild, so deep in us—to know

Whence our lives come and where they go.

MATTHEW ARNOLD, “THE BURIED LIFE”







IN THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY Stephen Crane captured our plight as we in the early twenty-first century face the universe.


A man said to the universe:

“Sir, I exist.”

“However,” replied the universe,

“The fact has not created in me

A sense of obligation.”1



How different this is from the words of the ancient psalmist, who looked around himself and up to God and wrote:


LORD, our Lord,

how majestic is your name in all the earth!

 

You have set your glory

in the heavens.

Through the praise of children and infants

you have established a stronghold against your enemies,

to silence the foe and the avenger.

When I consider your heavens,

the work of your fingers,

the moon and the stars,

which you have set in place,

what is mankind that you are mindful of them,

human beings that you care for them?

 

You have made them a little lower than the angels

and crowned them with glory and honor.

You made them rulers over the works of your hands;

you put everything under their feet:

all flocks and herds,



and the animals of the wild,

the birds in the sky,

and the fish in the sea,

all that swim the paths of the seas.

 

LORD, our Lord,

how majestic is your name in all the earth! (Psalm 8)



There is a world of difference between the worldviews of these two poems. Indeed, they propose alternative universes. Yet both poems reverberate in the minds and souls of people today. Many who stand with Stephen Crane have more than a memory of the psalmist’s great and glorious assurance of God’s hand in the cosmos and God’s love for his people. They long for what they no longer can truly accept. The gap left by the loss of a center to life is like the chasm in the heart of a child whose father has died. How those who no longer believe in God wish something could fill this void!

And many who yet stand with the psalmist and whose faith in the Lord God Jehovah is vital and brimming still feel the tug of Crane’s poem. Yes, that is exactly how it is to lose God. Yes, that is just what those who do not have faith in the infinite-personal Lord of the Universe must feel—alienation, loneliness, even despair.

We recall the struggles of faith in our nineteenth-century forebears and know that for many, faith was the loser. As Alfred Lord Tennyson wrote in response to the death of his close friend,


Behold, we know not anything;

I can but trust that good shall fall

At last—far off—at last, to all

And every winter change to spring.

So runs my dream; but what am I?

An infant crying in the night;

An infant crying for the light;

And with no language but a cry.2



For Tennyson, faith eventually won out, but the struggle was years in being resolved.

The struggle to discover our own faith, our own worldview, our beliefs about reality, is what this book is all about. Formally stated, the purposes of this book are (1) to outline the basic worldviews that underlie the way we in the Western world think about ourselves, other people, the natural world, and God or ultimate reality; (2) to trace historically how these worldviews have developed from a breakdown in the theistic worldview, moving in turn into deism, naturalism, nihilism, existentialism, Eastern mysticism, the new consciousness of the New Age, and Islam, a recent infusion from the Middle East; (3) to show how postmodernism puts a twist on these worldviews; and (4) to encourage us all to think in terms of worldviews—that is, with a consciousness of not only our own way of thought but also that of other people—so that we can first understand and then genuinely communicate with others in our pluralistic society. That is a large order. In fact it sounds very much like the project of a lifetime. My hope is that it will be just that for many who read this book and take seriously its implications. What is written here is only an introduction to what might well become a way of life.

In writing this book I have found it especially difficult to know what to include and what to leave out. But because I see the whole book as an introduction, I have tried rigorously to be brief—to get to the heart of each worldview, suggest its strengths and weaknesses, and move to the next. I have, however, indulged my own interest by including textual and bibliographical footnotes that will, I trust, lead readers into greater depths than the chapters themselves. Those who wish first to get at what I take to be the heart of the matter can safely ignore them. But those who wish to go it on their own (may their name be legion!) may find the footnotes helpful in suggesting further reading and further questions for investigation.


WHAT IS A WORLDVIEW?

Despite the fact that such philosophical names as Plato, Kant, Sartre, Camus, and Nietzsche will appear on these pages, this book is not a work of professional philosophy. And though I will refer time and again to concepts made famous by the apostle Paul, Augustine, Aquinas, and Calvin, this is not a work of theology. Furthermore, though I will frequently point out how various worldviews are expressed in various religions, this is not a book on comparative religion.3 Each religion has its own rites and liturgies, its own peculiar practices and aesthetic character, its own doctrines and turns of expression. Rather, this is a book of worldviews—in some ways more basic, more foundational than formal studies in philosophy, theology, or comparative religion.4 To put it yet another way, it is a book of universes fashioned by words and concepts that work together to provide a more or less coherent frame of reference for all thought and action.5

Few people have anything approaching an articulate philosophy—at least as epitomized by the great philosophers. Even fewer, I suspect, have a carefully constructed theology. But everyone has a worldview. Whenever any of us thinks about anything—from a casual thought (Where did I leave my watch?) to a profound question (Who am I?)—we are operating within such a framework. In fact, it is only the assumption of a worldview—however basic or simple—that allows us to think at all.6



A worldview (or vision of life) is a framework or set of fundamental beliefs through which we view the world and our calling and future in it. This vision need not be fully articulated: it may be so internalized that it goes largely unquestioned; it may not be explicitly developed into a systematic conception of life; it may not be theoretically deepened into a philosophy; it may not even be codified into creedal form; it may be greatly refined through cultural-historical development. Nevertheless, this vision is a channel for the ultimate beliefs which give direction and meaning to life. It is the integrative and interpretative framework by which order and disorder are judged; it is the standard by which reality is managed and pursued; it is the set of hinges on which all our everyday thinking and doing turns.



James H. Olthuis, “On Worldviews,” in
Stained Glass: Worldviews and Social Science



What, then, is this thing called a worldview that is so important to all of us? I’ve never even heard of one. How could I have one? That may well be the response of many people. One is reminded of M. Jourdain in Jean-Baptiste Molière’s The Bourgeois Gentleman, who suddenly discovered he had been speaking prose for forty years without knowing it. But to discover one’s own worldview is much more valuable. In fact, it is a significant step toward self-awareness, self-knowledge, and self-understanding.

So what is a worldview? Essentially this:


A worldview is a commitment, a fundamental orientation of the heart, that can be expressed as a story or in a set of presuppositions (assumptions which may be true, partially true, or entirely false) that we hold (consciously or subconsciously, consistently or inconsistently) about the basic constitution of reality, and that provides the foundation on which we live and move and have our being.7



This succinct definition needs to be unpacked. Each phrase represents a specific characteristic that deserves more elaborate comment.

Worldview as a commitment. The essence of a worldview lies deep in the inner recesses of the human self. A worldview involves the mind, but it is first of all a commitment, a matter of the soul. It is a spiritual orientation more than it is a matter of mind alone.

Worldviews are, indeed, a matter of the heart. This notion would be easier to grasp if the word heart bore in today’s world the weight it bears in Scripture. The biblical concept includes the notions of wisdom (Proverbs 2:10), emotion (Exodus 4:14; John 14:1), desire and will (1 Chronicles 29:18), spirituality (Acts 8:21), and intellect (Romans 1:21).8 In short, and in biblical terms, the heart is “the central defining element of the human person.”9 A worldview, therefore, is situated in the self—the central operating chamber of every human being. It is from this heart that all one’s thoughts and actions proceed.

Expressed in a story or a set of presuppositions. A worldview is not a story or a set of presuppositions, but it can be expressed in these ways. When I reflect on where I and the whole of the human race have come from or where my life or humanity itself is headed, my worldview is being expressed as a story. One story told by science begins with the Big Bang and proceeds through the evolution of the cosmos, the formation of the galaxies, stars, and planets, the appearance of life on earth, and on to its disappearance as the universe runs down. Christians tell the story of creation, fall, redemption, glorification—a story in which Jesus’ birth, death, and resurrection are the centerpiece. Christians see their lives and the lives of others as tiny chapters in that master story. The meaning of those little stories cannot be divorced from the master story, and some of this meaning is propositional. When, for example, I ask myself what I am really assuming about God, humans, and the universe, the result is a set of presuppositions that I can express in propositional form.

When they are expressed that way, they answer a series of basic questions about the nature of fundamental reality. I will list and examine these questions shortly. But consider first the nature of those assumptions.

Assumptions that may be true, conscious, consistent. The presuppositions that express one’s commitments may be true, partially true, or entirely false. There is, of course, a way things are, but we are often mistaken about the way things are. In other words, reality is not endlessly plastic. A chair remains a chair whether we recognize it as a chair or not. Either there is an infinitely personal God or there is not. But people disagree on which is true. Some assume one thing; others assume another.

Second, sometimes we are aware of what our commitments are, sometimes not. Most people, I suspect, do not go around consciously thinking of people as organic machines, yet those who do not believe in any sort of God actually assume, consciously or not, that that is what they are. Or they assume that they do have some sort of immaterial soul and treat people that way, and are thus simply inconsistent in their worldview. Some people who do not believe in anything supernatural at all wonder whether they will be reincarnated. So, third, sometimes our worldviews—both those characterizing small or large communities and those we hold as individuals—are inconsistent.

The foundation on which we live. It is important to note that our own worldview may not be what we think it is. It is rather what we show it to be by our words and actions. Our worldview generally lies so deeply embedded in our subconscious that unless we have reflected long and hard, we are unaware of what it is. Even when we think we know what it is and lay it out clearly in neat propositions and clear stories, we may well be wrong. Our very actions may belie our self-knowledge.

Because this book focuses on the main worldview systems held by very large numbers of people, this private element of worldview analysis will not receive much further commentary. If we want clarity about our own worldview, however, we must reflect and profoundly consider how we actually behave.




EIGHT BASIC QUESTIONS

If a worldview can be expressed in propositions, what might they be? Essentially, they are our basic, rock-bottom answers to the following questions:


	1. What is prime reality—the really real? To this we might answer: God, or the gods, or the material cosmos. Our answer here is the most fundamental.10 It sets the boundaries for the answers that can consistently be given to the other questions. This will become clear as we move from worldview to worldview in the chapters that follow.


	2. What is the nature of external reality (that is, the world around us)? Here our answers point to whether we see the world as created or autonomous, as chaotic or orderly, as matter or spirit; or whether we emphasize our subjective, personal relationship to the world or its objectivity apart from us.


	3. What is a human being? To this we might answer: a highly complex machine, a sleeping god, a person made in the image of God, a naked ape.


	4. What happens to a person at death? Here we might reply: personal extinction, or transformation to a higher state, or reincarnation, or departure to a shadowy existence on “the other side.”


	5. Why is it possible to know anything at all? Sample answers include the idea that we are made in the image of an all-knowing God, or that consciousness and rationality developed under the contingencies of survival in a long process of evolution.


	6. How do we know what is right and wrong? Again, perhaps we are made in the image of a God whose character is good, or right and wrong are determined by human choice alone or what feels good, or the notions simply developed under an impetus toward cultural or physical survival.


	7. What is the meaning of human history? To this we might answer: to realize the purposes of God or the gods, to make a paradise on earth, to prepare a people for a life in community with a loving and holy God, and so forth.




Earlier editions of this book listed only seven questions, but these do not adequately encompass the notion of a worldview as a commitment or a matter of the heart. So I am adding the following question to flesh out the personal implications of the rather intellectual and abstract character of the first seven questions.


	8. What personal, life-orienting core commitments are consistent with this worldview? Within any given worldview, core commitments may vary widely. For example, Christians might say to fulfill the will of God, or to seek first the kingdom of God, or to obey God and enjoy him forever, or to be devoted to knowing God or loving God. Each will lead to a somewhat different specific grasp of the Christian worldview. Naturalists might say to realize their personal potential for experiencing life, or to do as much good as they can for others, or to live in a world of inner peace in a world of social diversity and conflict. The question and its answers reveal the variety of ways the intellectual commitments are worked out in individual lives. They recognize the importance of seeing one’s own worldview not only within the context of vastly different worldviews but within the community of one’s own worldview. Each person, in other words, ends up having his or her own take on reality. And though it is extremely useful to identify the nature of a few (say, five to ten) generic worldviews, it is necessary in identifying and assessing one’s own worldview to pay attention to its unique features, the most important of which is one’s own answer to this eighth question.11




Within various basic worldviews other issues often arise. For example: Who is in charge of this world—God or humans or no one at all? Are we as human beings determined or free? Are we alone the makers of values? Is God really good? Is God personal or impersonal? Or does he, she, or it exist at all?

When stated in such a sequence, these questions boggle the mind. Either the answers are obvious to us and we wonder why anyone would bother to ask such questions, or else we wonder how any of them can be answered with any certainty. If we feel the answers are too obvious to consider, then we have a worldview, but we have no idea that many others do not share it. We should realize that we live in a pluralistic world. What is obvious to us may be “a lie from hell” to our neighbor next door. If we do not recognize that, we are certainly naive and provincial, and we have much to learn about living in today’s world. Alternatively, if we feel that none of the questions can be answered without cheating or committing intellectual suicide, we have already adopted a sort of worldview. The latter is a form of skepticism, which in its extreme form leads to nihilism.

The fact is that we cannot avoid assuming some answers to such questions. We will adopt either one stance or another. Refusing to adopt an explicit worldview will turn out to be itself a worldview, or at least a philosophic position. In short, we are caught. So long as we live, we will live either the examined or the unexamined life. It is the assumption of this book that the examined life is better.

So the following chapters—each of which examines a major worldview—are designed to illuminate the possibilities. We will examine the answers each worldview gives to the eight basic questions. This will give us a consistent approach to each one, help us see their similarities and differences, and suggest how each might be evaluated within its own frame of reference as well as from the standpoint of other competing worldviews.

The worldview I have adopted will be detected early in the course of the argument. But to waylay any guessing, I will declare now that it is the subject of the next chapter. Nonetheless, the book is not intended as a revelation of my worldview but an exposition and critique of the options. If in the course of this examination readers find, modify, or make more explicit their own individual worldview, a major goal of this book will have been reached.

There are many verbal or conceptual universes. Some have been around a long time; others are just now forming. Which is your universe? Which are the universes next door?




QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION


	1. Of the two poems that begin this chapter, which resonates more with your own view of the world?


	2. According to the author, how is worldview a matter of the heart? What do you think of this claim?


	3. Is it important to examine different worldviews, including your own? Why or why not?


	4. What do you hope to learn or experience as you read the rest of The Universe Next Door?














[image: ]



The world is charged with the grandeur of God.

It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;

It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil

Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod?

GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS, “GOD’S GRANDEUR”







IN THE WESTERN WORLD up to the end of the seventeenth century, the theistic worldview was clearly dominant. Intellectual squabbles—and there were as many then as now—were mostly family squabbles. Dominicans might disagree with Jesuits, Jesuits with Anglicans, Anglicans with Presbyterians, ad infinitum, but all these parties subscribed to the same set of basic presuppositions. The triune personal God of the Bible existed; he had revealed himself to us and could be known; the universe was his creation; human beings were his special creation. If battles were fought, the lines were drawn within the circle of theism.

How, for example, do we know God? By reason, by revelation, by faith, by contemplation, by proxy, by direct access? This battle was fought on many fronts over a dozen centuries and is still an issue with those remaining on the theistic field. Or take another issue: Is the basic stuff of the universe matter only, form only, or a combination? Theists have differed on this too. What role does human freedom play in a universe where God is sovereign? Again, a family squabble.

During the period from the early Middle Ages to the end of the seventeenth century, very few challenged the existence of God or held that ultimate reality was impersonal or that death meant individual extinction. The reason is obvious. Christianity had so penetrated the Western world that whether or not people believed in Christ or acted as Christians should, they all lived in a context of ideas influenced and informed by the Christian faith. Even those who rejected the faith often lived in fear of hellfire or the pangs of purgatory. Bad people may have rejected Christian goodness, but they knew themselves to be bad by basically Christian standards—crudely understood, no doubt, but Christian in essence. The theistic presuppositions that lay behind their values came with their mother’s milk.

This, of course, is no longer true. Being born in the Western world now guarantees nothing. Worldviews have proliferated. Walk down a street of any major city in Europe or North America and the next person you meet could adhere to any one of a dozen distinctly different patterns of understanding what life is all about. Little seems bizarre to us, which makes it more and more difficult for talk-show hosts to get good ratings by shocking their television audiences.

Consider the problem of growing up today. Baby Jane, a twenty-first-century child of the Western world, often gets reality defined in two widely divergent forms—her mother’s and father’s. Then if the family breaks apart, the court may enter with a third definition of human reality. This poses a distinct problem for deciding what the shape of the world actually is.

Baby John, a child of the seventeenth century, was cradled in a cultural consensus that gave a sense of place. The world around was really there—created to be there by God. As God’s vice regent, young John sensed that he and other human beings had been given dominion over the world. He was required to worship God, but God was eminently worthy of worship. He was required to obey God, but then obedience to God was true freedom since that was what people were made for. Besides, God’s yoke was easy and his burden light. Furthermore, God’s rules were seen as primarily moral, and people were free to be creative over the external universe, free to learn its secrets, free to shape and fashion it as God’s stewards cultivating God’s garden and offering up their work as true worship before a God who honors his creation with freedom and dignity.

There was a basis for both meaning and morality as well as for the question of identity. The apostles of absurdity were yet to arrive. Even Shakespeare’s King Lear (perhaps the English Renaissance’s most “troubled” hero) does not end in total despair. And Shakespeare’s later plays suggest that he himself had passed well beyond the moment of despair and found the world to be ultimately meaningful.


ABSURDISM


Absurdism is the belief or philosophy that life is inherently meaningless, without purpose and chaotic. As such, it is a form of nihilism. Various novelists and playwrights—among them Eugène Ionesco, Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, Harold Pinter, Samuel Beckett, and Edward Albee—have explored absurdist themes.

“The Theatre of the Absurd strives to express its sense of the senselessness of the human condition and the inadequacy of the rational approach by the open abandonment of rational devices and discursive thought.” (Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd)





It is fitting, therefore, that we begin a study of worldviews with theism. It is the foundational view, the one from which all others developing between 1700 and 1900 essentially derive. It would be possible to go behind theism to Greco-Roman classicism, but even this as it was reborn in the Renaissance was seen almost solely within the framework of theism.1


BASIC CHRISTIAN THEISM

As the core of each chapter I will try to express the essence of each worldview in a minimum number of succinct propositions. Each worldview considers the following basic issues: the nature and character of God or ultimate reality, the nature of the universe, the nature of humanity, the question of what happens to a person at death, the basis of human knowing, the basis of ethics, the meaning of history, and life-orienting core commitments.2 In the case of theism, the prime proposition concerns the nature of God. Since this first proposition is so important, we will spend more time with it than with any other.



1. Worldview Question 1 (prime reality): Prime reality is the infinite, personal God revealed in the Holy Scriptures. This God is triune, transcendent and immanent, omniscient, sovereign, and good.3


Let’s break this proposition down into its parts.

God is infinite. This means that he is beyond scope, beyond measure, as far as we are concerned. No other being in the universe can challenge him in his nature. All else is secondary. He has no twin but is alone the be-all and end-all of existence. He is, in fact, the only self-existent being,4 as he spoke to Moses out of the burning bush: “I AM WHO I AM” (Exodus 3:14). He is in a way what none else is. As Moses proclaimed, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD” (Deuteronomy 6:4 KJV). So God is the one prime existent, the one prime reality, and as will be discussed at some length later, the one source of all other reality.

God is personal. This means God is not mere force or energy or existent “substance.” God is personal. Personality requires two basic characteristics: self-reflection and self-determination. In other words, God is personal in that he knows himself to be (he is self-conscious) and he possesses the characteristics of self-determination (he “thinks” and “acts”).

One implication of the personality of God is that he is like us. In a way, this puts the cart before the horse. Actually, we are like him, but it is helpful to put it the other way around at least for a brief comment. He is like us. That means there is Someone ultimate who is there to ground our highest aspirations, our most precious possession—personality. But more on this under proposition 3.

Another implication of the personality of God is that God is not a simple unity, an integer. He has attributes, characteristics. He is a unity, yes, but a unity of complexity.

Actually, in Christian theism (not Judaism or Islam) God is not only personal but triune. That is, “within the one essence of the Godhead we have to distinguish three ‘persons’ who are neither three gods on the one side, not three parts or modes of God on the other, but coequally and coeternally God.”5 The Trinity is certainly a great mystery, and I cannot even begin to elucidate it now. What is important here is to note that the Trinity confirms the communal, “personal” nature of ultimate being. God is not only there—an actually existent being—he is personal, and we can relate to him in a personal way. To know God, therefore, means knowing more than that he exists. It means knowing him as we know a brother or, better, our own father.

God is transcendent. This means God is beyond us and our world. He is otherly. Look at a stone: God is not it; God is beyond it. Look at a human being: God is not that person; God is beyond. Yet God is not so beyond that he bears no relation to us and our world. It is likewise true that God is immanent, and this means that he is with us. Look at a stone: God is present. Look at a person: God is present. Is this, then, a contradiction? Is theism nonsense at this point? I think not.

My daughter Carol, when she was five years old, taught me a lot here. She and her mother were in the kitchen, and her mother was teaching her about God’s being everywhere. So Carol asked, “Is God in the living room?”

“Yes,” her mother replied.

“Is he in the kitchen?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Am I stepping on God?”



There is but one living and true God, who is infinite in being and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or passions, immutable, immense, eternal, incomprehensible, almighty; most wise, most holy, most free, most absolute, working all things according to the counsel of his own immutable and most righteous will, for his own glory; most loving, gracious, merciful, long-suffering, abundant in goodness and truth, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin; the rewarder of them that diligently seek him; and withal most just and terrible in his judgments; hating all sin, and who will by no means clear the guilty.



Westminster Confession 2.1



My wife was speechless. But look at the point that was raised. Is God here in the same way a stone or a chair or a kitchen is here? No, not quite. God is immanent, here, everywhere, in a sense completely in line with his transcendence. For God is not matter like you and me, but Spirit. And yet he is here. In the New Testament book of Hebrews Jesus Christ is said to be “sustaining all things by his powerful word” (Hebrews 1:3). That is, God is beyond all, yet in all and sustaining all.

God is omniscient. This means that God is all-knowing. He is the alpha and the omega and knows the beginning from the end (Revelation 22:13). He is the ultimate source of all knowledge and all intelligence. He is He Who Knows. The author of Psalm 139 expresses beautifully his amazement at God’s being everywhere, preempting him—knowing him even as he was being formed in his mother’s womb.

God is sovereign. This is really a further ramification of God’s infiniteness, but it expresses more fully his concern to rule, to pay attention, as it were, to all the actions of his universe. It expresses the fact that nothing is beyond God’s ultimate interest, control, and authority.

God is good. This is the prime statement about God’s character.6 From it flow all others. To be good means to be good. God is goodness. That is, what he is is good. There is no sense in which goodness surpasses God or God surpasses goodness. As being is the essence of his nature, goodness is the essence of his character.

God’s goodness is expressed in two ways, through holiness and through love. Holiness emphasizes his absolute righteousness, which brooks no shadow of evil. As the apostle John says, “God is light; in him there is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). God’s holiness is his separateness from all that smacks of evil. But God’s goodness is also expressed as love. In fact, John says, “God is love” (1 John 4:16), and this leads God to self-sacrifice and the full extension of his favor to his people, called in the Hebrew Scriptures “the sheep of his pasture” (Psalm 100:3).

God’s goodness means then, first, that there is an absolute and personal standard of righteousness (it is found in God’s character) and, second, that there is hope for humanity (because God is love and will not abandon his creation). These twin observations will become especially significant as we trace the results of rejecting the theistic worldview.





2. Worldview Question 2 (external reality): External reality is the cosmos God created ex nihilo to operate with a uniformity of cause and effect in an open system.


God created the cosmos ex nihilo. God is He Who Is, and thus he is the source of all else. Still, it is important to understand that God did not make the universe out of himself. Rather, God spoke it into existence. It came into being by his word: “God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Genesis 1:3). Theologians thus say God “created” (Genesis 1:1) the cosmos ex nihilo—out of nothing, not out of himself or from some preexistent chaos (for if it were really “preexistent,” it would be as eternal as God).

Second, God created the cosmos as a uniformity of cause and effect in an open system. This phrase is a useful piece of shorthand for two key conceptions.7 First, it signifies that the cosmos was not created to be chaotic. Isaiah states this magnificently:


For this is what the LORD says—

he who created the heavens,

he is God;

he who fashioned and made the earth,

he founded it;

he did not create it to be empty [a chaos],8

but formed it to be inhabited—

he says:

“I am the LORD,

and there is no other.

I have not spoken in secret,

from somewhere in a land of darkness;

I have not said to Jacob’s descendants,

‘Seek me in vain.’

I, the LORD, speak the truth;

I declare what is right.” (Isaiah 45:18-19)



The universe is orderly, and God does not present us with confusion but with clarity. The nature of God’s universe and God’s character are thus closely related. This world is as it is at least in part because God is who he is. We will see later how the fall qualifies this observation. Here it is sufficient to note that there is an orderliness, a regularity, to the universe. We can expect the earth to turn so the sun will “rise” every day.

But another important notion is buried in this shorthand phrase. The system is open, and that means it is not programmed. God is constantly involved in the unfolding pattern of the ongoing operation of the universe. And so are we human beings! The course of the world’s operation is open to reordering by either. So we find it dramatically reordered in the fall. Adam and Eve made a choice that had tremendous significance. But God made another choice in redeeming people through Christ.

The world’s operation is also reordered by our continued activity after the fall. Each of our actions, each decision to pursue one course rather than another, changes or rather “produces” the future. By dumping pollutants into fresh streams, we kill fish and alter the way we can feed ourselves in years to come. By “cleaning up” our streams, we again alter our future. If the universe were not orderly, our decisions would have no effect. If the course of events were determined, our decisions would have no significance. So theism declares that the universe is orderly but not determined. The implications of this become clearer as we consider humanity’s place in the cosmos.





3. Worldview Question 3 (human beings): Human beings are created in the image of God and thus possess personality, self-transcendence, intelligence, morality, gregariousness, and creativity.

The key phrase here is “the image of God,” a conception highlighted by the fact that it occurs three times in the short space of two verses in Genesis:


Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”


So God created mankind in his own image,

in the image of God he created them;

male and female he created them. (Genesis 1:26-27;

compare Genesis 5:3; 9:6)





That people are made in the image of God means we are like God. We have already noted that God is like us. But the Scriptures really say it the other way. “We are like God” puts the emphasis where it belongs—on the primacy of God.

We are personal because God is personal. That is, we know ourselves to be (we are self-conscious), and we make decisions uncoerced (we possess self-determination). We are capable of acting on our own. We do not merely react to our environment but can act according to our own character, our own nature.

No two people are alike, we say. And this is not just because no two people have shared exactly the same heredity and environment but because each of us possesses a unique character out of which we think, desire, weigh consequences, refuse to weigh consequences, indulge, refuse to indulge—in short, choose to act.

In this each person reflects (as an image) the transcendence of God over his universe. God is totally unconstrained by his environment. God is limited (we might say) only by his character. God, being good, cannot lie, be deceived, act with evil intent, and so forth. But nothing external to God can possibly constrain him. If he chooses to restore a broken universe, it is because he “wants” to, because, for example, he loves it and wants the best for it. But he is free to do as he wills, and his character (Who He Is) controls his will.



When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,


the moon and the stars that you have established;

what are human beings that you are mindful of them,

mortals that you care for them?

 

Yet you have made them a little lower than God,

and crowned them with glory and honor.

You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;

you have put all things under their feet,

all sheep and oxen,

and also the beasts of the field,

the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea,

whatever passes along the paths of the seas.





Psalm 8:3-8 NRSV



So we participate in part in a transcendence over our environment. Except at the very extremities of existence—in sickness or physical deprivation (utter starvation, cooped up in darkness for days on end, for example)—a person is not forced to any necessary reaction.

Step on my toe. Must I curse? I may. Must I forgive you? I may. Must I yell? I may. Must I smile? I may. What I do will reflect my character, but it is “I” who will act and not just react like a bell ringing when a button is pushed.

In short, people have personality and are capable of transcending the cosmos in which they are placed in the sense that they can know something of that cosmos and can act significantly to change the course of both human and cosmic events. This is another way of saying that the cosmic system God made is open to reordering by human beings.

Personality is the chief thing about human beings, as, I think it is fair to say, it is the chief thing about God, who is infinite both in his personality and in his being. Our personality is grounded in the personality of God. That is, we find our true home in God and in being in close relationship with him. “There is a God-shaped vacuum in the heart of every man,” wrote Pascal.9 “Our hearts are restless till they rest in thee,” wrote Augustine.10

How does God fulfill our ultimate longing? He does so in many ways: by being the perfect fit for our very nature, by satisfying our longing for interpersonal relationship, by being in his omniscience the end to our search for knowledge, by being in his infinite being the refuge from all fear, by being in his holiness the righteous ground of our quest for justice, by being in his infinite love the cause of our hope for salvation, by being in his infinite creativity both the source of our creative imagination and the ultimate beauty we seek to reflect as we ourselves create.

We can summarize this conception of humankind in God’s image by saying that, like God, we have personality, self-transcendence, intelligence (the capacity for reason and knowledge), morality (the capacity for recognizing and understanding good and evil), gregariousness or social capacity (our characteristic and fundamental desire and need for human companionship—community—especially represented by the “male and female” aspect), and creativity (the ability to imagine new things or to endow old things with new significance).

We will consider the root of human intelligence below. Here I want to comment on human creativity—a characteristic often lost sight of in popular theism. Human creativity is borne as a reflection of the infinite creativity of God himself. Sir Philip Sidney (1554–1586) once wrote about the poet who, “lifted up with the vigor of his own invention, doth grow, in effect, into another nature, in making things either better than nature bringeth forth, or quite anew, forms such as never were in nature, . . . freely ranging within the zodiac of his own wit.” To honor human creativity, Sidney argued, is to honor God, for God is the “heavenly Maker of that maker.”11

Artists operating within the theistic worldview have a solid basis for their work. Nothing is more freeing than for them to realize that because they are like God they can really invent. Artistic inventiveness is a reflection of God’s unbounded capacity to create. Human creativity differs from divine creativity in one important respect. God creates ex nihilo from nothing while humans create by giving form to preexisting matter.

In Christian theism human beings are indeed dignified. In the psalmist’s words, they are “a little lower than the angels,” for God himself has made them that way and has crowned them “with glory and honor” (Psalm 8:5). Human dignity is in one way not our own; contrary to Protagoras, humanity is not the measure. Human dignity is derived from God. But though it is derived, people do possess it, even if as a gift. Helmut Thielicke says it well: “His [humankind’s] greatness rests solely on the fact that God in his incomprehensible goodness has bestowed his love upon him. God does not love us because we are so valuable; we are valuable because God loves us.”12

So human dignity has two sides. As human beings we are dignified, but we are not to be proud of it, for our dignity is borne as a reflection of the Ultimately Dignified. Yet it is a reflection. So people who are theists see themselves as a sort of midpoint—above the rest of creation (for God has given them dominion over it—Genesis 1:28-30; Psalm 8:6-8) and below God (for people are not autonomous, not on their own).

This is then the ideal, balanced human status. It was in failing to remain in that balance that our troubles arose, and the story of how that happened is very much a part of Christian theism. But before we see what tipped the balanced state of humanity, we need to understand a further implication of being created in the image of God.





4. Worldview Question 5 (knowledge): Human beings can know both the world around them and God himself because God has built into them the capacity to do so and because he takes an active role in communicating with them.


The foundation of human knowledge is the character of God as Creator. We are made in his image (Genesis 1:27). As he is the all-knowing knower of all things, so we can be the sometimes knowing knowers of some things. The Gospel of John puts the concept this way:


In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning.

Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. (John 1:1-4)



The Word (in Greek Logos, from which our word logic comes) is eternal, an aspect of God himself.13 That is, logicality, intelligence, rationality, and meaning are all inherent in God. It is out of this intelligence that the world, the universe, came to be. And therefore, because of this source, the universe has structure, order, and meaning.

Moreover, in the Word—this inherent intelligence—is the “light of all mankind,” light being in the book of John a symbol for both moral capacity and intelligence. Verse 9 adds that the Word, “the true light . . . gives light to everyone.” God’s own intelligence is thus the basis of human intelligence. Knowledge is possible because there is something to be known (God and his creation) and someone to know (the omniscient God and human beings made in his image).14

Of course, God himself is forever so beyond us that we cannot have anything approaching total comprehension of him. In fact, if God desired, he could remain forever hidden. But God wants us to know him, and he takes the initiative in this transfer of knowledge.

In theological terms, this initiative is called revelation. God reveals, or discloses, himself to us in two basic ways: by general revelation and by special revelation. In general revelation God speaks through the created order of the universe. The apostle Paul wrote, “What may be known about God is plain to them [all people], because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made” (Romans 1:19-20). Centuries before that the psalmist wrote,


The heavens declare the glory of God;

the skies proclaim the work of his hands.

Day after day they pour forth speech;

night after night they reveal knowledge. (Psalm 19:1-2)



In other words, God’s existence and his nature as Creator and powerful sustainer of the universe are revealed in God’s prime “handiwork,” his universe. As we contemplate the magnitude of this—its orderliness and its beauty—we can learn much about God. When we turn from the universe at large to look at humanity, we see something more, for human beings add the dimension of personality. God, therefore, must be at least as personal as we are.

Thus far can general revelation go, but little further. As Thomas Aquinas said, we can know that God exists through general revelation, but we could never know that God is triune apart from special revelation.

Special revelation is God’s disclosure of himself in extranatural ways. Not only did he reveal himself by appearing in spectacular forms such as a bush that burns but is not consumed, but he also spoke to people in their own language. To Moses he defined himself as “I AM WHO I AM” and identified himself as the same God who had acted before on behalf of the Hebrew people. He called himself the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Exodus 3:1-17). In fact, God carried on a dialogue with Moses in which genuine two-way communication took place. This is one way special revelation occurred.

Later God gave Moses the Ten Commandments and revealed a long code of laws by which the Hebrews were to be ruled. Later yet God revealed himself to prophets from a number of walks of life. His word came to them, and they recorded it for posterity. The New Testament writer of the letter to the Hebrews summed it up this way: “In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways” (Hebrews 1:1). In any case, the revelations to Moses, David, and the various prophets were, by command of God, written down and kept to be read over and over to the people (Deuteronomy 6:4-8; Psalm 119). The cumulative writings grew to become the Old Testament, which was affirmed by Jesus himself as an accurate and authoritative revelation of God.15

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews did not end with the summary of God’s past revelation. He went on to say, “But in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things. . . . The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:2-3). Jesus Christ is God’s ultimate special revelation. Because Jesus Christ was very God of very God, he showed us what God is like more fully than any other form of revelation can. Because Jesus was also completely human, he spoke more clearly to us than any other form of revelation can.

Again the opening of the Gospel of John is relevant. “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us, . . . full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). That is, the Word is Jesus Christ. “We have seen his glory,” John continues, “the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father.” Jesus has made God known to us in very fleshly terms. Special revelation comes to us today through the record of Scripture, which by faith we recognize as the authoritative word from God. We know of the revelation of Jesus, the words of the prophets, and all these other means through the words of Scripture.

The main point for us is that theism declares that God can and has clearly communicated with us. Because of this we can know much about who God is and what he desires for us. That is true for people at all times and all places, but it was especially true before the fall, to which we now turn.





5. Worldview Question 6 (morality): Human beings were created good, but through the fall the image of God became defaced, though not so ruined as not to be capable of restoration; through the work of Christ, God redeemed humanity and began the process of restoring people to goodness, though any given person may choose to reject that redemption.


Human “history” can be subsumed under four words—creation, fall, redemption, glorification. We have just seen the essential human characteristics. To these we must add that human beings and all the rest of creation were created good. As Genesis 1:31 records, “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.” Because God by his character sets the standards of righteousness, human goodness consisted in being what God wanted people to be—beings made in the image of God and acting out that nature in their daily life. The tragedy is that we did not stay as we were created.

As we have seen, human beings were created with a capacity for self-determination. God gave them the freedom to remain or not to remain in the close relationship of image to original. As Genesis 3 reports, the original pair, Adam and Eve, chose to disobey their Creator at the only point where the Creator put down limitations. This is the essence of the story of the fall. Adam and Eve chose to eat the fruit God had forbidden them to eat, and hence they violated the personal relationship they had with their Creator.

In this manner people of all eras have attempted to set themselves up as autonomous beings, arbiters of their own way of life. They have chosen to act as if they had an existence independent from God. But that is precisely what they do not have, for they owe everything—both their origin and their continued existence—to God.

The result of this act of rebellion was death for Adam and Eve. And their death has involved for subsequent generations long centuries of personal, social, and natural turmoil. In brief summary, we can say that the image of God in humanity was defaced in all its aspects. In personality, we lost our capacity to know ourselves accurately and to determine our own course of action freely in response to our intelligence.

Our self-transcendence was impaired by alienation from God, for as Adam and Eve turned from God, God let them go. And as we, humankind, slipped from close fellowship with the ultimately transcendent One, we lost our ability to stand over against the external universe, understand it, judge it accurately, and thus make truly “free” decisions. Rather, humanity became more a servant to nature than to God. And our status as God’s vice regent over nature (an aspect of the image of God) was reversed.

Human intelligence also became impaired. Now we can no longer gain a fully accurate knowledge of the world around us, nor are we able to reason without constantly falling into error. Morally, we became less able to discern good and evil and less able to live by the standards we do perceive. Socially, we began to exploit other people. Creatively, our imagination became separated from reality; imagination became illusion, and artists who created gods in their own image led humanity further and further from its origin. The vacuum in each human soul created by this string of consequences is ominous indeed. (The fullest biblical expression of these ideas is Romans 1–2.)

Theologians have summed it up this way: we have become alienated from God, from others, from nature, and even from ourselves. This is the essence of fallen humanity.16 But humanity is redeemable and has been redeemed. The story of creation and fall is told in three chapters of Genesis. The story of redemption takes up the rest of the Scriptures. The Bible records God’s love for us in searching us out, finding us in our lost, alienated condition, and redeeming us by the sacrifice of his own Son, Jesus Christ, the Second Person of the Trinity. God, in unmerited favor and great grace, has granted us the possibility of a new life, a life involving substantial healing of our alienations and restoration to fellowship with God.


We all, like sheep, have gone astray,

each of us has turned to our own way;

And the LORD has laid on him

the iniquity of us all. (Isaiah 53:6)



That God has provided a way back for us does not mean we play no role. Adam and Eve were not forced to fall. We are not forced to return. While it is not the purpose of this description of theism to take sides in a famous family squabble within Christian theism (predestination versus free will), it is necessary to note that Christians disagree on precisely what role God takes and what role he leaves us. Still, most would agree that God is the primary agent in salvation. Our role is to respond by repentance for our wrong attitudes and acts, to accept God’s provisions, and to follow Christ as Lord as well as Savior.

Redeemed humanity is humanity on the way to restoration of the defaced image of God, in other words, substantial healing in every area—personality, self-transcendence, intelligence, morality, social capacity, and creativity. Glorified humanity is humanity totally healed and at peace with God, and individuals at peace with others and themselves. But this happens only on the other side of death and the bodily resurrection, the importance of which is stressed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15. Individual people are so important that they retain uniqueness—a personal and individual existence—forever. Glorified humanity is humanity transformed into a purified personality in fellowship with God and God’s people. In short, in theism human beings are seen as significant because they are essentially godlike and though fallen can be restored to original dignity.





6. Worldview Question 4 (death): For each person death is either the gate to life with God and his people or the gate to eternal separation from the only thing that will ultimately fulfill human aspirations.


The meaning of death is really part of worldview question 6 (morality), but it is singled out here because attitudes to death are so important in every worldview. What happens when a person dies? Let’s put it personally, for this aspect of one’s worldview is indeed most personal. Do I disappear—personal extinction? Do I hibernate and return in a different form—reincarnation? Do I continue in a transformed existence in heaven or hell?

Christian theism clearly teaches the last of these. At death people are transformed. Either they enter an existence with God and his people—a glorified existence—or they enter an existence forever separated from God, holding their uniqueness in awful loneliness apart from precisely that which would fulfill them.

And that is the essence of hell. G. K. Chesterton once remarked that hell is a monument to human freedom—and, we might add, human dignity. Hell is God’s tribute to the freedom he gave each of us to choose whom we would serve; it is a recognition that our decisions have a significance that extends far down into the reaches of foreverness.17

Those who respond to God’s offer of salvation, however, people the plains of eternity as glorious creatures of God—completed, fulfilled but not sated, engaged in the ever-enjoyable communion of the saints. The Scriptures give little detail about this existence, but glimpses of heaven in Revelation 4–5 and 21, for example, create a longing Christians expect to be fulfilled beyond their fondest desires.





7. Worldview Question 6 (morality): Morality is transcendent and is based on the character of God as good (holy and loving).


This proposition has already been considered as an implication of proposition 1. God is the source of the moral world as well as the physical world. God is good and expresses this in the laws and moral principles he has revealed in Scripture.

Made in God’s image, we are essentially moral beings, and thus we cannot refuse to bring moral categories to bear on our actions. Of course, our sense of morality has been flawed by the fall, and now we only brokenly reflect the truly good. Yet even in our moral relativity, we cannot get rid of the sense that some things are “right” or “natural” and others not.

For years homosexual behavior was considered immoral by most of society. Now a large number of people challenge this. But they do so not on the basis that no moral categories exist but that this one area—homosexuality—really ought to have been on the other side of the line dividing the moral from the immoral. People with this perspective do not usually condone incest! So the fact that people differ in their moral judgments does nothing to alter the fact that we continue to make, to live by, and to violate moral judgments. Everyone lives in a moral universe, and virtually everyone—if they reflect on it—recognizes this and would have it no other way.

Theism, however, teaches that not only is there a moral universe but there is an absolute standard by which all moral judgments are measured. God himself—his character of goodness (holiness and love)—is the standard. Furthermore, Christians and Jews hold that God has revealed his standard in the various laws and principles expressed in the Bible. The Ten Commandments, the Sermon on the Mount, the apostle Paul’s ethical teaching—in these and many other ways God has expressed his character to us. There is thus a standard of right and wrong, and people who want to know it can know it.

The fullest embodiment of the good, however, is Jesus Christ. He is the complete human, humanity as God would have it be. Paul calls him the second Adam (1 Corinthians 15:45-49). And in Jesus we see the good life incarnate. Jesus’ good life was supremely revealed in his death—an act of infinite love, for as Paul says, “Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous person. . . . But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:7-8). And the apostle John echoes, “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:10).

So ethics, while very much a human domain, is ultimately the business of God. We are not the measure of morality. God is.





8. Worldview Question 7 (history): History is linear, a meaningful sequence of events leading to the fulfillment of God’s purposes for humanity.


“History is linear” means that the actions of people—as confusing and chaotic as they appear—are part of a meaningful sequence that has a beginning, a middle, and an end. History is not reversible, not repeatable, not cyclic; history is not meaningless. Rather, history is teleological, going somewhere, directed toward a known end. The God who knows the end from the beginning is aware of and sovereign over the actions of humankind.

Several basic turning points in the course of history are singled out for special attention by biblical writers, and these form the background for the theistic understanding of human beings in time. These turning points include the creation, the fall into sin, the revelation of God to the Hebrews (which includes the calling of Abraham from Ur to Canaan, the exodus from Egypt, the giving of the law, the witness of the prophets), the incarnation, the life of Jesus, the crucifixion and resurrection, Pentecost, the spread of the good news via the church, the second coming of Christ, and the final judgment. This is a slightly more detailed list of events paralleling the pattern of human life: creation, fall, redemption, glorification.

Looked at in this way, history itself is a form of revelation. That is, not only does God reveal himself in history (here, there, then), but the very sequence of events is revelation. One can say, therefore, that history (especially as localized in the Jewish people) is the record of the involvement and concern of God in human events. History is the divine purpose of God in concrete form.

This pattern is, of course, dependent on the Christian tradition. It does not at first appear to take into account people other than Jews and Christians. Yet the Old Testament has much to say about the nations surrounding Israel and about God-fearers (non-Jewish people who adopted Jewish beliefs and were considered a part of God’s promise). And the New Testament stresses even more the international dimension of God’s purposes and his reign.

The revelation of God’s design took place primarily through one people—the Jews. And while we may say with William Ewer, “How odd / Of God / To choose / The Jews,” we need not think that doing so indicates favoritism on God’s part. Peter once said, “God does not show favoritism but accepts from every nation the one who fears him and does what is right” (Acts 10:34-35).

Theists look forward, then, to history’s being closed by judgment and a new age inaugurated beyond time. But prior to that new age, time is irreversible and history is localized in space. This conception needs to be stressed, since it differs dramatically from the typically Eastern notion. To much of the East, time is an illusion; history is eternally cyclic. Reincarnation brings a soul back into time again and again; progress in the soul’s journey is long, arduous, perhaps eternal. But in Christian theism, “people are destined to die once, and after that to face judgment” (Hebrews 9:27). An individual’s choices have meaning to that person, to others, and to God. History is the result of those choices that, under the sovereignty of God, bring about God’s purposes for this world.

In short, the most important aspect of the theistic concept of history is that history has meaning because God—the Logos, meaning itself—is behind all events, not only “sustaining all things by his powerful word” (Hebrews 1:3) but also “in all things . . . [working] for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28). Behind the apparent chaos of events stands the loving God sufficient for all.






CORE COMMITMENT

What then fuels the fire of consistent Christian theists? What provides the driving motive for their lives?



9. Worldview Question 8 (core commitments): Christian theists live to seek first the kingdom of God, that is, to glorify God and enjoy him forever.


The Christian worldview is unique in many ways, but not the least of which is the way in which it serves as the focus for the ultimate meaning of life, not just the meaning of human history or human existence in the abstract, but the meaning of life for each Christian. As God himself is the really real, the ultimate ground of being and the Creator of all being other than himself, so devoted Christians live not for themselves but for God. “What is the chief end of man?” asks the Westminster Shorter Catechism.18 And the answer is “to glorify God and enjoy him forever.” To glorify God is not just to do so in religious worship, singing praise and enacting the traditional rites of the church. To glorify God is to reveal his character by being who we were created to be—the embodiment of the image of God in human form. When we are like him, we glorify him. And what is he like? He is not just the awesome I AM, shaking the heavens and the earth with his thunderous voice and transcendent being. He is Jesus. He is Immanuel, “God with us.” To be like Jesus, then, is to be like God who is himself all the glory there is.

Jesus came proclaiming the kingdom of God, embodying in his earthly existence the presence of the Father’s kingdom (Mark 1:14-15). We are to imitate him, to obey his command to “seek first his kingdom and his righteousness” (Matthew 6:33). Lo and behold, when we do this we both avoid the tragic consequences of selfishness and pride and receive what really fulfills our lives. All the happiness and joy we seek when we substitute our desires for God’s glory comes to us as a result of yielding our will to his. Human flourishing, then, while not being a primary goal, is a result of turning one’s attention toward God and his glory.19 “All these things will be given to you as well,” Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:33). To glorify God then, as the catechism says, is to enjoy him forever.

There are, of course, other ways to personalize this core commitment. Some Christians say it is to obey God; or to love God with all their heart, mind, soul, and strength and their neighbors as themselves; or to lose their lives for the sake of the gospel. Others may cast their answers in rather unique ways, but if these answers truly reflect a grasp and commitment to the Christian understanding of reality, they will emphasize the centrality of God and his good pleasure in what they say. They will not point first of all to happiness; happiness or joy will be a consequence, not a goal. Life is all about God, they will say, not about themselves.






THE GRANDEUR OF GOD

It should by now be obvious that Christian theism is primarily dependent on its concept of God, for theism holds that everything stems from him. Nothing is prior to God or equal to him. He is He Who Is. Thus theism has a basis for metaphysics. Since He Who Is also has a worthy character and is thus The Worthy One, theism has a basis for ethics. Since He Who Is also is He Who Knows, theism has a basis for epistemology. In other words, theism is a complete worldview.

So the greatness of God is the central tenet of Christian theism. When a person recognizes this and consciously accepts and acts on it, this central conception is the rock, the transcendent reference point, that gives life meaning and makes the joys and sorrows of daily existence on planet Earth significant moments in an unfolding drama in which one expects to participate forever, not always with sorrows but someday with joy alone. Even now, though, the world is, as Gerard Manley Hopkins once wrote, “charged with the grandeur of God.”20 That there are “God adumbrations in many daily forms” signals to us that God is not just in his heaven but with us—sustaining us, loving us, and caring for us.21 Fully cognizant Christian theists, therefore, do not just believe and proclaim this view as true. Their first act is toward God—a response of love, obedience, and praise to the Lord of the Universe, their maker, sustainer, and, through Jesus Christ, their redeemer and friend.




QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION


	1. What are some ways Christian theism has shaped your society and culture?


	2. In Christian theism, what is the relationship between God and the universe?


	3. What implications does the belief that humans are created in the image of God have for understanding our dignity and value?


	4. How does theism explain why humans make moral judgments and how we can know what’s right?


	5. What surprises or insights about Christian theism did you find in this chapter?
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