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  Foreword


  Universities today search for the truth, but the terms of success aren’t what they once were. Science is the dominant mode of knowledge, and other areas of inquiry have had to adapt to the changed academic ecology.


  Scientific knowledge is progressive, mutable and always subject to more precise confirmation. Its successes are practical, resulting in increased power over human life. Atom bombs and the Internet, synthetic insulin and Octomom—none of this would have been possible without the cumulative scientific discoveries of the past century, including many with roots in university research.


  And so the scientific enterprise has flourished in universities through the combined effects of freedom of inquiry, huge federal funding and an objective, meritocratic standard of success. Scientific culture has drastically altered university hiring and promotion standards. Peer assessment against objective standards limits both the nepotism and the various ugly forms of discrimination for which universities used to be infamous. These reforms in the academy have made the American university the world’s leading engine of knowledge creation and of economic prosperity.


  But the same reforms were, with every good intention, adopted across every academic discipline, and their effects on the social sciences and humanities have been less happy. It is now very hard to get tenure as a qualitative social scientist in the old style, a brilliant observer and synthesizer with gifts in human understanding and grand stories, rather than in statistical analysis. Even the successes of economics, the most successfully quantified social science, have been called into question by the startling market collapse of 2008-2009.


  Whatever its success in making social science more objective, the scientific paradigm for truth fits humanistic learning most uncomfortably. What used to be the big question of humanistic learning—what does it mean to be human?—now has little place in the academy because there is no way to tell whether the question has been answered correctly or not. No hypotheses can be disproven, no predictions can be tested—so how could we judge, on grounds of veracity, whether one humanist is more successful than another? Instead we judge humanists on what metrics we can: influence and originality and, to be sure, page counts. Productivity has become a proxy for truths discovered. And the mere capacity to change people’s minds—which is in science a consequence, not a defining characteristic, of a great discovery—becomes in humanistic scholarship a virtue in itself.


  And yet the big old questions haven’t gone away. Does human life have meaning? Do suffering and death have a purpose? Are we more than our material selves—is everything about the human condition explicable by biochemistry and physics? What is a good life? Is there any reason to lead a good life rather than a bad one? Should I live for myself or for others? Does love matter?


  The essays in this book are based on talks about some of the big questions of life. The discussions took place in universities, not as part of the daily life of the academic family but instead at events sponsored by The Veritas Forum. It is awkward to take up such questions within the academy itself, unless they can be reduced to matters of psychology or cultural study.


  And yet students ask these questions when they are very alone under starry skies or in the blaze of city lights, when they confront decisions affecting the lives of their loved ones, and when they are faced with pivotal decisions about their own lives. The discomforts attendant on this search for the truth are afflictions of the young for which college education offers little aid.


  I am not among those who regret the departure of God from the academy. I join the atheists in their skepticism about scientific proof of the existence of God or of any meaningful argument for God’s exist­ence that is not subject to scientific verification. Yet I regret the extent to which God took with him, when he left the classroom, questions of values and morals and purposes with which young people struggle today as they always have. As much as ever, a good education owes students guidance on examining their own lives.


  These essays, mostly by Christian thinkers, are serious dialogue about important questions. Whether you find in them enlightenment and encouragement, or much to challenge, I hope you will agree that The Veritas Forum has done a service to the academy by encouraging the discussions. For those of us who don’t agree with the answers suggested here, we are challenged to a simple remedy: do what we can to bring the big questions back into the practice of academic life. The questions aren’t going away, and we should not cede to religious thinkers the job of helping youth search for answers.


  Harry Lewis


  Harvard University


  Gordon McKay Professor of Computer Science


  Former Dean of Harvard College


  Author of Excellence Without a Soul


  Preface


  Inspired by the idea that Harvard’s motto—Veritas (truth)—was more than a meaningless relic of the past, in 1992 a small group of Christians at Harvard, led by chaplain Kelly Monroe, hosted the university for a weekend of lectures and discussions exploring some of life’s most important questions. Their hope was to restore within the university a space for asking deep questions, seeking real answers and building community around the search for truth.


  In the nearly two decades since that first Veritas Forum, more than one hundred universities in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, France and the Netherlands have hosted their own forums, and thousands of students and faculty have participated in this search for truth and meaning in the academy. Individuals have come and gone, trends and terminology have changed, and academic disciplines have evolved, but the questioning nature of minds and hearts in the university has endured.


  In this volume we have sought to provide a representative sampling of the best Veritas events over the years, engaging the most lasting questions and the most compelling responses. Many more are worthy of print and could be the content of future volumes. In preserving the oral nature of the presentations and including some of the question and answer sessions, we hope to draw you more intimately into the conversation.


  This collection is the fruit of the labor of hundreds of volunteer students, faculty and campus ministers who helped create these Veritas Forum events, as well as of the presenters who so generously shared their words, ideas and lives with us, and have allowed us to extend that gift to a wider audience. Our deep gratitude is also due to Dallas Willard for shaping the content and context for the volume; Sarah Park for her labor in the bulk of the editing; Kelly Monroe Kullberg, founder of The Veritas Forum; the Veritas board of directors; Rebecca McLaughlin and the rest of the Veritas team; countless supporters and partners over the years; and Al Hsu and the team at InterVarsity Press.


  As a freshman sitting in that crowd at the first Harvard forum back in 1992, my life was profoundly shaped by the coherence of life, truth and beauty in Jesus Christ that I tasted over that weekend within that community of seekers. May the following pages bring that same life, truth and beauty into your own journey.


  Daniel Cho


  Executive Director


  The Veritas Forum


  


  We create for the exploration of true life.


  We seek to inspire the shapers of tomorrow’s culture to connect their hardest questions with the person and story of Jesus Christ.


  For hundreds of video and audio recordings of events like those presented in this volume, visit The Veritas Forum website: www.veritas.org


  Introduction


  Dallas Willard


  You have in your hand a remarkable volume in which a number of outstanding Christian intellectuals, along with a few from other perspectives, deal with questions about truth itself and questions about several particular truths. Most prominent, in the latter respect, are questions about the existence of God and about how we ought to live, given the existence (or nonexistence) of a God of the Judeo-Christian variety.


  Much of the argumentation here concerning the existence of God is actually about whether naturalism, as a form of atheism (or agnosticism), is true, and much of the argumentation about how we ought to live is actually about the nature of the human being—purely physical (“natural”) or something radically different from that. Many of the discussions are also devoted to objective as well as personal factors that influence people to accept or reject the basic claims put forward by Christians as truths. The Veritas Forum, under whose auspices the talks were originally given, is interested both in the current status of truth on the campus, and in how the basic claims of Christianity are now treated there. Its aim is to restore the university to its age-old character as “a place for truth.”


  In reading these chapters it will be helpful to keep a few essential points in mind. Most important, perhaps, we should recognize and hold onto the distinction between truth itself and particular truths, in the plural. There are different battles to be fought over truth and over particular truths, and we should not run those battles together. If truth itself is lost, then there is little point in straightforwardly arguing for the truth or falsity of particular claims.


  Truth itself is the distinctive property of truths as such, as red is the distinctive property of red things. A belief or idea (a statement or a proposition) is true provided that what it is about is as it is represented in the belief, statement or so forth. Truth itself is a very simple property which children encounter (along with its dark counterpart, falsity) and identify well before they have the word truth. They encounter truth and falsity as they live out their thoughts and expectations of the world around them. As our experience and understanding grows, we learn more about truth and how and where it shows up. At an early age we learn about the powers and the importance of truth, and we learn how to lie: how to “mess with” truth to gain what we want. But the basic nature of truth itself remains unchanged, in glorious simplicity, however far we grow and however complicated the truths we are dealing with become.


  We quickly learn how important it is that our ideas and beliefs be true. Our beliefs and ideas orient us in action toward our world and our future. If they have this property of truth, our actions will be more successful in terms of our objectives and possibly in terms of our well- being. All of this is, once again, something children learn while quite young. Action in terms of beliefs or ideas that are not true lead to unhappy outcomes. Our beliefs are the rails upon which our lives run. We believe something if we are set to act as if it were so. But if our beliefs are false, reality does not adjust to accommodate our errors. A brief but useful characterization of reality is as what you run into when you are wrong—that is, when our corresponding beliefs are not true. That can be fatal and often is. Truth is quite merciless, and so is reality.


  A major dimension of the importance of truth is how it guides us with respect to what we cannot see, what is not directly given to our experience. That covers a huge amount of life, from our bank account and whether there is gas in our tank up to the nature of the universe and of the human mind or personality. Without truth and the knowledge of truths we would wander blindly through life guided only by what we can get before our face. That would be very dangerous with respect to the ultimate beliefs that guide life as a whole, among which are the claims of religion. Whether there is a great person in charge of the whole universe, including you and me, and whether we are the sort of thing that will never stop existing, are matters about which we do well to gain whatever truth can be gained. Truth in belief and idea is, in a certain respect, similar to the sighting mechanism on a gun or rocket: if correctly used it enables us to hit what we hope to. But in truth’s case we need not see what we are aiming at. Truth and the meaning upon which it rests takes care of the aim itself.


  So it is fairly easy to see that truth is extremely valuable, but the claims to truth that people make are also threatening. That is because they simultaneously are claims to authority. Having knowledge of truth puts us in a certain position not otherwise available. Knowledge of truth confers rights and responsibilities. If we indeed “have” the truth, which is what knowing means, then we have the right (and perhaps even the responsibility) to act, to direct action, to formulate and supervise policy, and to teach. Sincere belief, sentiment or feeling, mere tradition, or power—none of these confers such rights and responsibilities. Indeed, knowledge gives us the right (and sometimes the responsibility) to impose our views on relevant others in appropriate circumstances.


  That is explosive stuff now, of course, and we begin to see why, in the contemporary Western world—above all in North America, the land of the free and the home of the brave—the university distances itself from truth and backs away from knowledge into “research.” Next, socially certified research methods are allowed to determine which areas of thought and talk can possibly count as acceptable opinion and academic practice, and what might count as knowledge of truth. There are no knowledge universities now in the Western world—much less a truth one, except in certain countries where theocracy prevails. But everywhere there are “research universities.” You cannot get a grant for knowledge or truth, but you can for research. In fact, truth is a joke now on campus, and most of those in responsible positions there rarely even mention it. In John Milton’s words (picked up by Thomas Hardy), “Truth like a bastard comes into the world. Never without ill-fame to him who gives her birth.” No one is willing to claim it. But now its illegitimacy has dimensions never suspected by Milton.


  Nevertheless, truth and knowledge of truth goes its way, striding right through the campus. It remains exactly what it is, and does exactly what it does. It is not running for office or deflected from its role in life by opinions, sentiments or political correctness and incorrectness. It is precisely because of that fact that it is so powerful and important, and that claims to “have the truth” and to know are so very frightening in the contemporary academy. It is because these powerful claims have been and are falsely made, and used as a basis for shunting people about—sometimes amounting to oppression or denial of freedom—that the “enlightened” world has ricocheted over into the position of claiming to make no claims to truth or knowledge at all—thus to just doing research (“good” research, of course). That shift is based on its implicit claim to have come to know the truth about truth and to have knowledge of knowledge. Alas! It doesn’t seem possible. But claimed knowledge of truth—not just research into the matter—itself turns out to be the basis of how the academy acts, directs action, formulates and supervises its policies, and teaches (about teaching, among other things) with reference to truth.


  The older tradition of the universities, represented by the word veritas, was in no such an intellectual and practical bind as this. It found resources in the knowledge of truth, and moral truth in particular, to address issues of the misuse of truth and knowledge. Of course, as is now truthfully emphasized, that tradition was on many points oppressive. But the academic setting is still oppressive—political correctness is no joke, but a hard-bitten social reality; and there is little hope of it ever being anything else except on the basis of gracious but unqualified allegiance to truth and respect for knowledge of truth. Oppression is after all a moral (immoral) matter and it can be dealt with only on the basis of moral truths pervasively practiced by individuals who know it.


  As indicated by a number of the writers represented here, the oppressiveness of the contemporary academy is above all seen in what can and what cannot be freely and sincerely discussed in a generous and inclusive pursuit of truth, in the classroom, in the research setting and in the informal contexts of academic life. It is seen in the limits of collegiality that express themselves ultimately in who gets approved of, celebrated and rewarded in the various ways functional on the campus: from the students who are told that they cannot discuss the teachings of the church and the Bible in connection with their subject matter, to the faculty members who loses status automatically because they take the existence of God and their religion seriously in their teaching or research—or even because of their posture in electoral politics. Any attempt at a generous and rigorous examination of the major questions of life and reality, which the university for most of its history stood for, has to be imported onto the campus from outside, as in the Veritas Forums. It cannot now be done as part of the serious business of earning credits and picking up research methods and letters of recommendations for the next move up. Anyone who does not see oppression here would not recognize it if it ran right over them. Oppression rarely comes without intellectual blindness that sees itself as “obviously” right and true. To reveal it you have to examine what is presumed to be obvious in the context of whatever activity is involved.


  The chapters in this book deal both with truth itself—its perils and promises, along with some of its essential aspects (e.g., exclusiveness)—and with the significance of and evidence for and against particular truths of great concern to traditional education and to life now. The chapters by Richard John Neuhaus, Os Guinness and Tim Keller are especially focused on truth itself, and they are placed at the front of the book because they should be read first. Unless there is a substantial reality and nature to truth itself, little point is left to discussing the evidence and importance of various claims to truth.


  At the top of the list among particular truth claims to be discussed is that concerning the existence of a God of the Judeo-Christian variety or something close. The chapters by Francis Collins, Alister McGrath and David Helfand, and Hugh Ross mainly fall here, and some of them also contain a good deal about the authors’ personal experiences in dealing with evidence for God’s existence. As might be expected, the highly complex order of the natural world plays a large role in these discussions, and significant attention is paid to points made by the “new” atheists, Richard Dawkins and company.


  The chapters by Paul Vitz and me deal with various aspects of the effects of atheism on life. Atheism is treated, not just with reference to arguments as to its truth or falsity, but also with reference to its psychological sources and its bearings on a life of freedom and possible human fulfillment. Friedrich Nietzsche comes in for special attention.


  The chapters by Peter Singer and John Hare, and Rosalind Picard and Rodney Brooks are records of Christian and non-Christian thinkers in friendly but no-holds-barred debate. They focus in a quite rigorous way on the question of human nature—spiritual or not—and the significance of the pros and cons on that point for possibilities of moral fulfillment and human dignity. They provide a rare illustration of what intellectual engagement could be and should be on the campus.


  The chapters by Jeremy Begbie and N. T. Wright provide fascinating insights into the significance of a transcendent reality—God and the spiritual life—for music, art generally and for “echoes” in ordinary human existence of justice, personal relationships, spirituality and beauty. Richly suggestive rather than argumentative, they help us appreciate the nonnaturalism of ordinary life.


  The last three chapters deal, in intriguingly different ways, with the need of Christian faith and understanding for issues of social justice. John Montgomery forcefully demonstrates how human rights are not rationally possible without the involvement of an order transcendent to the various factual legal and political systems. Mary Poplin helps us see, through details of her experience with Mother Teresa of Calcutta and of her own professional and personal growth, how she came to understand the essential involvement of education and social work with Jesus and his teachings—in the midst of the willing blindness of her fields to him. Finally, Ron Sider gives real-life pictures of social transformations actually growing out of whole-life discipleship to Christ. His challenge is to what the church—the people publicly identified with Christ—could be and do for good in this desperate world through such discipleship.


  As you read these chapters be alert to recognize intelligence at work, in the framework of a worldview and a reality provided only by Jesus Christ and his people on earth—animated by the Spirit of God, which after all is the Spirit of truth. His people are not infallible, but they are devoted to truth and knowledge of the truth as the ultimate appeal concerning what to believe and what to do. In these pages they invite the academic and intellectual world to join them in that devotion.


   


  1



  


  Is There Life After Truth?


  Richard John Neuhaus


  The Veritas Forum at Yale University, 1996
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  It’s a great privilege to be here, and the earnestness and sense of expectation that I know marks this gathering, Lux et Veritas at Yale. Lux et Veritas—“Light and Truth.” I mean, they really narrowed the subject down, didn’t they? You know, it’s this passion for specialization in the academy today, you know? Nobody wants to take on a big question. So we just got light and truth.


  Now, the title for my talk is “Is There Life After Truth?” I didn’t want to keep you in suspense about this title; I wanted to answer the title question right away and say that, yes, there is life after truth, but it’s not a life that’s really worthy of human beings.


  Truth as a Conversation Stopper?


  And yet, the extraordinary thing (every time is an extraordinary time marked by much that is unprecedented, but our time is marked by something that I think we can truly say is quite astonishing) is that, at least at certain levels of intellectual discourse and conversation in American life, and particularly in the academy, it has been concluded that we do not need to deal with the question of truth. That somehow, the question of truth itself is beyond the purview of serious intellectual discourse. That the only truth, if you must use the word, is that there is no truth, at least, no truth that has any obliging force for anybody other than yourself.


  When our Lord stood before Pilate and said, “For this reason I came into the world, to testify to the truth” (John 18:37), and Pilate’s famous, or infamous, answer, depending on your view—I certainly don’t want to suggest there’s one truth about this that I’d want to impose on you—was, “What is truth?” You can take that as a cynical answer, as many interpreters do—a kind of jaded, nihilistic response on Pilate’s part. He was a disillusioned, world-weary man, perhaps, who simply couldn’t be bothered by it, especially when truth within the context of the world he was involved in, with all these crazy Jews, was an impossibly perplexing and conflict-ridden thing. “Who has time for truth?” Maybe that’s how he said it.


  Today, there are many who ask Pilate’s question, “What is truth?” and take it to be the mark of sophistication. It is assumed that we can’t get into the question of truth and still keep our society and our relationships going, because once you get into the question of truth, you’re going to come into conflict. Truth is a conversation stopper, it is suggested.


  I want to explore with you whether exactly the opposite is not the case—whether, in fact, the only conversation starter, and the only conversation sustainer that is worthy of human beings, is the question of truth.


  The Search for Truth


  Certainly, that is a proposition supported by a very venerable tradition of reflection on these matters. It is supported, I would suggest, by the Christian tradition in all of its variety. To be human is to seek the truth, and the quest for truth is a kind of open-ended adventure. It really is an excitement, and yes, a kind of delight, into an exploration that is never ended in this life. It’ll be ended at the time in which, as Saint Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13, “then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known” and “we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face.”


  Until then, this truth is something that more possesses us than we possess it. It is much more a matter of being possessed by the truth than possessing the truth. It is a matter of walking along a certain way, the way of the One who said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). “Follow me.”


  The Christian understanding is that truth is found only in following, in a faithful, trusting following. It’s a following in which we can’t see where the next step is, where we really do say with Cardinal Newman, “O, lead, kindly light.” We do not need to see the distant destination, we need to know only the company. We need to know only the One who travels with us, who says, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. And wherever the honest quest for truth is going to take you, it’s going to take you to where I am.”


  This is not a truth we need fear. To know this truth is to be wondrously freed. The same Person said, of course, in John 8, “You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”


  This is very countercultural, isn’t it? It’s very much against the grain of the way people think about truth today. In our conversation, we bring up the question of truth and say, “Well, this is true,” meaning that in some sense it’s binding on all of us.


  “Hey, whoa, hold on there, that’s heavy. You know, don’t lay this on me, you know. I wanna be free.”


  But we get this weird way of turning it all around in someone saying, “ ‘You will know the truth, and you will be free,’ and you’re not free until you know the truth.”


  We’re not free until we’re bound to be free, until there’s something that has a claim upon us other than ourself, our aspirations, our psychological and intellectual and sexual tics and yearnings and desires for community. When all of that is somehow brought into a constellation of obedience to something other than ourself, we start to become, to taste, what it means to be free.


  It’s really against the grain, that obedience. Talk about a word that doesn’t have a lot of appeal or cachet today. It’s a lovely word; it’s from the Latin, oboedire—“to listen attentively, responsively; to be alert to the other.” To be bound to be free: you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.


  In most of our discourse today, and certainly in most academic settings, talk about truth makes people very uneasy, and especially if the truth turns to religion and questions of moral truth. “Moral truth? Surely that’s an oxymoron.” This is because morality in the minds of many people is simply that on which we turn up the motive dial very high. A moral issue is a gut issue. A moral issue is an issue that we feel powerfully about. So you have your moral truth, and I my moral truth: whatever works for you.


  But that there could be a truth about the way human beings are made to be, built-in ends and destinations and directions, and right orderings of the human life, in such a way that some ways of living and some ways of being are true, and others are false—it’s hard to make this case today, especially when people suspect us of coming from a religious commitment. To speak of moral truth is almost to throw open our jacket and expose the T-shirt that says, “Beware—fanatic!”


  An Antifoundationalist View of Truth


  We have to try to understand why. This is a moment in history in which the question not only of moral truth, not only of religious truth, but of truth itself has, in very many circles of powerful culture-forming influence, been very determinedly bracketed off. What has brought us to this pass?


  We can call it antifoundationalism, deconstructionism, postmodernism; it goes by many different names and appears in many different variations. But it’s certainly in the academy today, and not only in the academy, for the influence of the academy is insinuated throughout society. As Richard Weaver says, “ideas have consequences,” and also, very bad ideas have consequences. The idea is insinuated that what we call truth is but social convention, historically contingent, culturally conditioned, or as it’s more commonly said, socially constructed.


  As Richard Rorty (one could argue, at least in America, that he is the single most influential philosopher, at least in the academy) says, “It’s constructed all the way down.” So then, maybe there is no foundation, there’s no layer. Once you start unpeeling all the things that have shaped your mind and constructed socially what you call truth, and you take off one layer after another—psychological, family influence, all the other stuff—and find there is no foundation anywhere. There is no basis on which you can say that one thing is “more true” than another. All you can say is what you prefer.


  And this radical antifoundationalism, not only bracketing of the question of truth, but a very systematic and sophisticated demolition job on the concept of truth, leads to (though not necessarily immediately) Hobbes’s war of all against all, and return to barbarity in its most vulgar and extravagant and sensational forms, for some of the nicest people in the world think this way, beginning with Richard Rorty—an eminently nice person.


  “What then,” you say to Richard Rorty, “is to prevent anything of which human capacities and ambitions and aspirations are capable?” You don’t have to go immediately to the Holocaust, but you’d certainly want to ask about that as well. What is to prevent slavery? What is to prevent rape? What is to prevent my simply taking advantage of you in whatever way it would seem to me to be in my interest to do so?


  The answer is, “Well, we’re not that kind of people. We’re not the kind of people who do those kind of things.” And the tag that is put on this answer is a style of ironic liberalism, that we ironic liberals believe in certain liberal values about how we ought to be decent to one another, but with a profound sense of irony, knowing that none of them are true. There’s no way of demonstrating that they’re any better, or that they’re superior to anybody else’s values. But those are the ones that we, and people like us, “prefer.”


  And if other people come along and say, “Well, you know, actually, the nice way you guys live is possible because it’s true”—if someone comes along and starts talking about truth that way, says Richard Rorty, or if they come along and start talking about truth in a way that contradicts the way we live, well, we’ll just have to understand that they’re not part of our circle of ironic liberalism. They’ll just have to be declared crazy and kept somehow safely confined, where they cannot do public damage, cannot cause mischief by raising the question of truth.


  There are many religious folk in the world today, some theologians of considerable intelligence, who welcome this (what’s called) postmodernist, deconstructionist, antifoundationalist turn. They say—and there’s some truth to this—“You know, this is really good, because now in the academy, all kinds of things can be discussed.”


  “Once we’ve decided that the old eighteenth-century secular ration­alists—with their narrow, reductionist, stifling, little notions of what constitutes truth on the basis of very scientistic testing of everything by values and by procedures that cannot begin to understand what they, in fact, are dealing with—are no longer in control, and now that we’ve all decided that there is really no truth—there’s simply your truth and my truth and her truth and his truth, and there’s simply the truth of this community and of a body defined by some experience of suffering or victimhood or exclusion or marginalization—so that there are just all these different truths, well, that’s great for us Christians,” some Christian thinkers say. We can understand why some Christian theologians and thinkers are talking that way, welcoming this kind of antifoundationalism, this kind of rejection of the very notion of truth. It gives them an opportunity to insert their particular Christian truth.


  Christian Responsibility Toward Truth


  But I think it is a great mistake. We Christians have an inescapable obligation to contend that there is truth, and that all truths finally serve the one truth. There is one truth because there is one God, and one revelation of God in Jesus Christ. And as much as we may find certain tactical advantages in this world of antifoundationalist, postmodernist chaos, we ought to be extremely careful not to sup with the devil, or else we undermine exactly what it is that we, as Christians, have to propose.


  It’s not only for the sake of the Christian gospel, it’s for the sake of our responsibility in our society. It’s a socially disastrous, community destroying thing to deny that there is a truth that binds us together—Christian and Jew and Muslim and believer and nonbeliever and atheist and secular and black and white and Asian. To believe that there is a truth, however elusive, however difficult for us to articulate it, however much we may frequently discern it in manners that are sharply in conflict, and to nonetheless insist that there is a truth to discern and articulate is part of our responsibility as human beings, and as Christians. “I am the way, and the truth, and the life—I’m not simply the way, the truth, and the life for people who happen to believe that I am the way, the truth, and the life.” It’s not just a truth for Christians.


  The very heart of the Christian faith is caught up in what sounds like the very esoteric, strange, academic, philosophical discussions that I was talking about, about postmodernism and antifoundationalism and all of that.


  You say, “Well, that’s just all academic buzz. That’s just the way in which the leisure of the classes is consumed. That’s just what academics do, because they don’t have anything else to do.”


  No, it’s very important to believe that we are part of one world that is brought into being and is directed toward—from eternity to eternity, from alpha to omega—the One who said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.”


  It’s publicly important. Aristotle said that our public responsibility as citizens—as people who accept some responsibility for our part in the polis, the city of man, the earthly city—is that we are always to be engaging one another and deliberating the question of how we ought to order our life together.


  The “ought” there clearly signals that it’s a moral question. The fact that we are to be deliberating it as rational, reasonable beings means that there must be something to deliberate; there must be a truth. There must be a right answer or many right answers in various ways, and different ways of putting the question, and many wrong answers. But it is not a futile deliberation.


  In a world in which people have stopped talking about truth or have despaired of truth or have agreed with those who say that Pontius Pilate’s question was a conversation stopper and not a conversation starter—in such a world there is no way to deliberate the question how we ought to order our life together. There’s only power and propaganda and grievance and anger and caucuses and anticaucuses and special interest groups and victims and vengeance. That’s the kind of world we increasingly live in, because we’ve stopped believing, or so many have stopped believing, that there is a truth that we can deliberate together.


  At this time in world history, at the end of the twentieth century, the bloodiest and most horrible century in all of human history, we’ve piled up more corpses and loosed more rivers of blood than any century in human history. Incidentally, it’s also the century that produced the great ideologies that denied the Christian and the classic Aristotelian understanding of truth, and denied our obligation as reasonable persons to engage that truth and to engage one another in our quest to engage that truth more fully.


  Christians have a great obligation for God’s world. This is the world of God’s creating and of God’s redeeming love. God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son. We have a great obligation to defend the humanum, to defend the unity of humankind at a time when there are so many powerful, destructive, satanic forces posited against it.


  This is a time, as we prepare to cross the threshold into the third millennium, to reassert a genuine, a Christian, biblical, humane humanism that can, with the whole of our tradition, in the spirit of Psalm 8, stand in awe and wonder at what is man: What is this humanum? A little less than the angels. Why should God have become humanum, to become one of us? To assert truth in public. It’s the great task of our generation, to learn how to do it persuasively and winsomely and in a manner that does not violate, but strengthens the bonds of civility.


  The American experiment within the humanum has been both blessing and curse in so many different ways, but to the extent it has been blessing (and that it has been in at least a penultimate manner), it is because it was premised on certain truths, as in, “We hold these truths to be self-evident.” Not just rhetorical ruffle, that. That’s a substantive statement. And the whole of the American experiment, the republican, democratic, self-governing people is premised on the fact that there are truths to be held.


  Today, not only in literary criticism or in the backwaters of academic fashion and cachet, but also in our courts and in the public square, anybody who seriously proposed that there are truths to be held (i.e., “We hold these truths—life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness, endowed by their Creator, nature and nature’s God”)—would not simply be considered as indulging a propensity for flowery language in public. They’d be laughed or forced out of court.


  What’s happening in our society today, to a very great extent, when we talk about the culture wars and the conflicts over the definition of what American society is, is that many people speak with great alarm about the extreme religious right. What they’re terrified by, for the most part, is due to a moment in American history where things have become so systematic, so cynical and so contemptuous of the common people in this program for the denial of truth in public, that it has triggered a response. The response will often be populist and raucous and rough and vulgar—that’s the way democracy works. (The word demos, “the ordinary people,” are often vulgar and raucous and not the way we do things here.)


  But we have to decide whether we believe that in some powerful sense, there is a necessity to this that may look reactive. That whether this may not, in fact, be the portent of a more promising moment in which we might again, in our society (and not least of all in our universities) begin to do what Aristotle says is the human and humanizing political task, mainly, to deliberate how ought we to order our life together.


  I tell you what I think about this postmodernist, deconstructionist, antifoundationalist (use what word you will) move; I don’t think it’s for long. I don’t think it’s for long because finally, the dogma that “there is no truth other than the dogma that there is no truth” is not very interesting. It’s kind of dumb, really.


  It’s internally incoherent. It cannot provide any interesting answers or proposals or even hypotheses about how we ought to live, what kind of person we ought to be, what’s worthy of aspiring to. Indeed, it cannot even supply any stories of real evil and of the demonic and of the terrible and the terrorizing in human life. It’s a vacuous moment in-between things.


  Need for a Belief System in Our Century


  People need some kind of—call it a belief system, call it a Weltanschauung, a worldview—way of putting things together amid stories, rituals. Ultimately, Christians know what people are looking for, in all of the floundering about, a belief system, a way of making sense of things. Augustine said it sixteen-hundred-plus years ago, “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”


  But for many whose hearts do not rest in God, they’ll grab at other belief systems. You recall G. K. Chesterton’s wonderful line: “The problem with people who don’t believe in God is not that they will end up believing in nothing. The problem is they’ll end up believing in anything.”


  Of course, Chesterton was right. God knows that our century has borne witness to this. As distinct from today’s fashion of—let’s just use the word postmodernism for the moment—think of what earlier in the twentieth century were the great belief systems, the great kind of functional religions, explanatory systems for making sense of reality. Think of Marx, Freud, Darwin.


  As a youngster and coming to an intellectual age, I have to confess that Marx’s notion of class struggle and the economic being the real epicenter of reality and of world historical-defining change always seemed to me rather preposterous. It was, to me, as preposterous as Freud’s notion of sexual infant experience being determinant to the development of the person and community.


  But at least it was something to believe. They claimed to have the truth. These theories were in the current jargon of the day, the hegemonic theories of Western intellectual life at the most elite, the most educated, sectors of cultural influence.


  Today Marx is dead, for all practical purposes—though there are still a few in academic departments who have not received the news. Freud is dead, at least as a major belief system. There are a few psychoanalysts who are motivated by self-interest, rightly understood as Tocqueville would say, “who resist the announcement of the death of Freud.” But there you are.


  And Darwin? Well, it’s two down and one to go. Darwin still continues because for many he’s the last redoubt of the indubitable—which is to say that if you really want to hold on to an absolutely rock bottom, empirically verifiable, indisputable fact of sheer matter, then you’ll want to say, as incoherent as it may be to many other people, that matter causes itself. But if you want to get more sophisticated, you don’t say that matter causes itself, because that assumes some kind of contingent cause-effect relationship. You simply say, “Matter is.” You become, in as radical a way as you possibly can, a materialist, all the way down. Well, then you still have company in Darwin.


  Richard Rorty in The New Republic had an essay on some of the critiques that have been raised about Darwinism recently, and he concludes his essay in defense of Darwin with the words, “Whatever may be the truth of these critiques, we must keep faith with Darwin.”


  I thought, Gee, this is touching. This is poignant. I mean, my heart goes out to a devotee of a belief system so besieged, so embattled, yet he holds on, keeping faith with Darwin. In his better moments he knows that we can’t keep faith with Darwin or anyone else. Darwin is no foundation. There is no foundation, and no one’s pointing to one. There is no faith at all.


  There is what has been aptly described in our culture as a mode of debonair nihilism. It’s a nihilism that doesn’t understand how deadly nihilism is. It’s a nihilism that dances and makes jokes at the edge of the abyss—and it’s not gallows humor, not black humor, as it used to be called, because they don’t know it is the abyss. Lionel Trilling, the great literary critic at Columbia University, describes his students to whom, through the great literary works of history, he would introduce the prospect of nothing, the abyss, the heart of darkness. And he describes his students, the brightest and the best of America, who looked over and said, “Oh, that’s the abyss is it? Interesting.”


  So much for the abyss. So much for the loss of truth, which is the loss of the capacity to lose ourselves to that at which we wonder, at which we live in awe, and which inevitably is conjoined to the loss of the capacity to recognize evil. It’s now debonair nihilism.


  What is our historical moment like? It’s like what Nietzsche rightly described as the Last Man. The Last Man, you will recall, is the last man to receive the news that God is dead, or he had perhaps heard it but didn’t know that it meant the end of everything. He still went on talking, chattering about justice and about fairness and about love and about community, and even words like right and wrong. He went on and on talking this way, programmed to talk that way as he was, without realizing that now that God is dead, all that language is empty. It is just noise.


  Fears About Truth Claims in the Public Square


  Well, an extraordinary time. One thing that we have witnessed, and it’s still happening in different ways, is the collapse of the aggressive confidence of the secular enlightenment of the eighteenth century, understood as a kind of rationalism. Very few people today believe that. Very few people today really believe that you can get down by a course of radical skepticism, by a systematic hermeneutic of suspicion, to some kind of truth that is indubitable.


  It was René Descartes, a fine Christian, who introduced that train of thinking. He basically said, “I will not accept anything as true that I can reasonably doubt.” And others took it farther—David Hume. And so did many others, in many different ways—try to get down to that lost redoubt of the indubitable, of the undoubtable.


  Why did they do that? For a good and important reason, one we should understand: because they lived in a world in which dogmatic truths and conflict were destroying the world. They lived in a time that had been scarred and bruised and bloodied by the wars of religion. In 1996, we are still living the consequences of the wars of religion in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.


  It’s very important for you to understand this: Why is it that so many secular academics and leaders here at Yale University, or any other university in the country, believe that religion does not really have an appropriate role in public, in the public life of the university? Why do they even fear religion as something divisive and as destructive of the kind of community and excellences that a university ought to pursue? Because deep within the history of the Western world is the experience of religion being precisely that, as were the wars of religion.


  The philosophers and the thinkers, many of them admirable Christians, Protestant and Catholic, very committed, nonetheless believed that it was their task to develop a kind of public discourse that could prescind, or bracket, the question of truth. This became, over time, not simply a well-intended effort in order to avoid certain kinds of religiously based conflict in the public square, but an effort to advance an aggressively militant secularism, to create what someone has called, “the naked public square.” It was a public life, a public university, and all public space sanitized of any religion or religiously grounded truth claims, moral or otherwise. And that’s the world in which we live.


  And yet that world is coming to an end, at least at this moment, by ushering in the multicultural, antifoundationalist, postmodernistic fads that we have already talked about. But we have to believe that in the years ahead, and especially if Christians and Jews and other reasonable people do their job and press for the unity of truth—for the reality of truths which must, of necessity, be one—ultimately, this present moment of chaos, of debonair nihilism, of ironic liberalism, will not be for long.
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    Kay Coles James, LaminSanneh, Richard John Neuhaus, N. T. Wright and Nicholas Wolterstorff on a panel at Yale.

  


  But we have to demonstrate also that we, as Christians, have understood some of the lessons of the past. We have understood how Christians claiming to possess the truth can indeed be destructive of public discourse. Christians who are overwhelmingly confident that they actually possess the truth in the sense of being in control of the truth can become the enemies of civil discourse. It is not yet clear, by any means, in the Christian community across the board, that Christians have come to understand why it is a matter of religious obligation for us to be not simply tolerant of those with whom we disagree but to eagerly engage them, for that’s the course of love.


  People who worry about the role of religion in public life say, “Look, at all those religious fanatics out there—they’re going to have at one another. There’s going to be blood all over the place.” We cannot simply brush off that fear, as though it has no historical justification. We have to make clear that we, today, understand that we do not kill one another over our disagreements about the will of God, because we know it is the will of God that we not kill one another over our disagreements about the will of God. We must demonstrate that our tolerance, our respect for civility, our respect for discourse around Aristotle’s question, “How ought we to order our life together” is itself grounded not in a half-held, half-hearted religious conviction, but in religious, specifically Christian, biblical imperatives.


  Until that is clear to our secularist friends, their suspicion and their fear of the tonalities of religious truth claims in public will not be allayed—not at all.


  Challenge of the Christian Intellectual


  These are the great questions of our time, Lux et Veritas. It’s a grand adventure to be a Christian intellectual. I was surprised to see, I think it was in Christianity Today, about a Veritas Forum at Harvard, and some undergraduate at Harvard was quoted as saying, “This was the biggest surprise, that you could say you’re a Christian intellectual and not be crazy.”


  I thought, Gee, what a strange thing to have to say. Why, to be a Christian is to be in a grand, noble, intellectual tradition, so much grander, so much more various, so much richer in its diversities than anything that the brightest and best of our academic leaderships today could possibly produce. I mean, who, just in terms of intellectual excitement, in terms of provocation, in terms of depth of thought, would you rather read on the nature of the subject itself, in search of truths? Would you rather read Michel Foucault or Augustine? Would you rather read John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice or Augustine’s City of God?


  Not because they’re Christian, but because they’re more interesting—ever so much more interesting. They’re ever so much more daring to ask the big questions about the why of everything and the what for of everything. It’s an intellectual tradition of breathtaking audacity. The company that we are in, sisters and brothers, the company of classic Greece, which has been incorporated into the Christian tradition, of Plato and Aristotle, all of Paul, of Origen, of Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Catherine of Sienna, and Teresa of Ávila, among the moderns —C. S. Lewis, Dorothy Sayers, Hans Urs von Balthasar—the list goes on and on.


  It is the largest, the richest, the grandest evidence of God in Christ reconciling the world to himself, which means also reconciling the human intellect to himself, tending us toward our proper end, ordering us toward the truth, ultimately toward the One who is the way, the truth, and the life. It is open-ended, and it’ll go on all our lives, and all the lives of our children and our children’s children, until our Lord Jesus returns in glory, and we know, even as we are known, and see no longer through a glass darkly but then face to face.


  So, it can be construed that Pilate asked the right question, “What is truth?” Yeah, that’s the right question. And it’s not a conversation stopper; it’s a conversation starter. Now, let the conversation begin.
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  Time for Truth


  Os Guinness


  The Veritas Forum at Stanford University, 2005
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  The year that the Soviet Union fell—1989—was described as “the Year of the Century.” Those of us who can remember have our favorite memories of that extraordinary time: the joyous dismantling of the Berlin Wall, flowers jauntily poking out of Soviet gun barrels, the toppling of the statuary of the men-gods—Marx and Lenin and Stalin.


  My favorite image of that year was when, night after night in November 1989, more than a third of a million people packed into Wen­ceslas Square, Prague, to listen to a short, boyish, mustachioed, then-dissident, now president, Václav Havel. Again and again, he painted the contrast between the Velvet Revolutionaries and the Soviets. The very quick-witted Czech crowd picked up a chant: “We are not like them. We are not like them.” Some of the contrast was the violence, that the Velvet Revolution would not reply to violence with violence. But another contrast in the course of that week was that the Soviets were people of lies and propaganda, and they, the revolutionaries, were people of truth. The Charter ’77 Movement had as its motto: “Truth prevails for those who live in truth.”


  Just a few years earlier Alexander Solzhenitsyn had electrified the world with his line, the old Russian proverb, “One word of truth outweighs the entire world.” Now as we look back on that, we realize how they were aware there were only two ways they could bring down the Soviets: either they had to trump Soviet power with equal or more power—they were a handful of dissidents—unthinkable, or they had to counter Soviet power with another type of power altogether. So that’s what they did, with the power of truth. “Truth prevails for those who live in truth.” And the unthinkable happened: they won.


  As we look around Europe and the United States today, particularly in many of our elite, intellectual establishments, we have to say that though people throughout the West applauded this tremendous courage and this principled stand, in many parts of America there isn’t a similar solid view of truth on which anyone could make such a stand today. You can see assaults and confusion surrounding the notion of truth, so that truth is seen as dead.


  Anyone who believes in an objective truth, or an absolute truth, is Neanderthal and reactionary. Truth, at very best, is relative: all depends on the interpretation, all depends on the perspective. At worst, it’s socially constructed; it’s a testament to the community that said it and made it stick, and the power they had in expressing it. And you can see the many people today who stand for a solid, traditional view of truth are considered reactionary if not far worse: arrogant, exclusive and thoroughly wrong-headed.


  I want to argue that this crisis of truth is enormously important for both individuals and for the American Republic. Far from being Neanderthal and reactionary, truth is a very precious, simple, fundamental, human gift, without which we cannot negotiate reality and handle life. The truth is absolutely essential for a good human life. Equally important, truth is absolutely essential for freedom. And in the American republic, where the challenge is not just becoming free but sustaining freedom, any people who would be free and remain free have to grapple seriously with the real challenge of truth.


  I will do it, in the space we have for an enormously complicated and controversial subject, by outlining a series of pairs that introduce us to some of the themes that need to be thought through:


  
    	First, two companion crises to the crisis of truth.


    	Second, two arguments for those who do believe in truth but have grown rather careless about it.


    	Third, two arguments for those who are radically skeptical about truth and have no interest in it.


    	Fourth, two challenges the truth brings to us all, even if we’re deeply committed to a solid view of truth.

  


  1. Two Crises to the Crisis of Truth


  I begin with two companion crises to the crisis of truth. What we see as we look at the American Republic is that the present crisis of truth has gone hand-in-hand with a crisis of character and a crisis of ethics. Together, these three are a very serious erosion of what was once considered essential to this nation.


  The crisis of character. First, the crisis of character. In 1979 in a little Guatemalan town called Chajul, the whole town was herded into the public square one day to witness the execution of twenty-three Marxist guerillas who had been captured by the Guatemalan army. As the story goes, the guerillas were stood up, and a soldier explained to the crowd how each of the hideous wounds had been given. Another soldier took a pair of scissor and cut all their clothes off and left them naked, and then other soldiers came and bludgeoned them with bayonets to the ground, poured kerosene over them and burned them alive. They writhed hideously until they died.


  All over Europe, in the thirteen years following that event, the sister of a sixteen-year-old who was one of the guerillas told this story in conferences and to all sorts of packed audiences; with the spotlight on her alone, it was credibly dramatic. Many people would be in tears. The red carpet was rolled out, the pope and royal heads of state invited her to speak. Then, to climax it all, she was given the Nobel Peace Prize over Václav Havel and various people who were also candidates that same year. It was 1992, five hundred years on from Christopher Columbus, how extraordinarily appropriate that a young, native Mayan Indian woman should be given the Nobel Peace Prize, standing up for the truth of their people.


  But then one of her supporters, an anthropology professor, investigated her story, and in his words, after looking at the facts he decided she should have been given the Nobel Prize for fiction, not peace, because much of the story was concocted. Part of it was true—her parents had been killed by the police, her brother had been killed by the army, but not in that way. No one had actually been burned alive in the town square in Chajul. But when the professor said this, a firestorm of outrage came on him. He was imposing his Western journalist views of veracity on this Native American woman who lived in a different world. After all, she was expressing the larger truth of her people. She had the victim’s right to lie—you name it, and it went on.


  A left-wing example, undoubtedly. But we can find examples across the board today—left, right and center—of what’s now loosely called “creative invention” or “creative reinvention.” And we can see how, when it comes to character, in the last one hundred years there’s been a profound sea of change in American culture. Truth is dead, character is dead, and we can create whatever image we want for ourselves.


  Now this is clearly different. Go back to the Greeks, Plato or Aristotle, or to the Bible. Character was the inner stuff that made a man or a woman what he or she was. The inner form was below all the external things like words, behavior, let alone personality and image. It was, in the biblical understanding, who a person was when no one sees except God. You can see that the traditional view of character was very much captured by Jesus’ word hypocrite, which before him was actually the Greek word for “actor,” someone playing a role which he or she isn’t. Jesus morally charges that as hypocrisy, because it is not in line with what God sees of their character inside.


  Now of course, there have been other voices. Say Machiavelli: Character is nice, he says, but the bottom line is the survival of the Prince. Whatever it takes. If you can be filled with good character, fine, but if you have to go another way, by all means be thoroughly evil if that means the survival of your rule. You can see that those lone voices, like Machiavelli’s, are now the general rule. What is behind this?


  Well, on the one hand we’ve moved from the country to the city, from a few deep relationships to an enormous number of relationships, and from words to images. So increasingly, there is a sense that the first impression is the only impression, face value is what counts, until we arrive down to the 1950s and 1960s, to the whole art of impression management, where all that matters is the appearance. “The perception is the reality,” as the politicians say in Washington, D.C. All is impression management, and each of us is now the impresario of our own images. The notion of “designer personality” is very powerfully abroad in this country, so character is dead. All that matters for many people today is image and appearance and packaging.
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