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    How do you know but ev’ry Bird that cuts the airy way,

    Is an immense world of delight, clos’d by your senses five?

    WILLIAM BLAKE


  





  

    Foreword

    Bradley Jersak

    
      
        Frankenstein and Faust are yet the rage

        Unspeakable, the severing damage done

        Yet on the wind, the distant sound of drum

        And the sweetness of the sage

        Still might come a kinder age.

        STEVE BELL, WOULDN’T YOU LOVE TO KNOW


      

    

    
      Friends of the truth, the book you are about to read brought me tears of both grief and joy. I moaned over the darkness revealed as darkness, and laughed with hope as Easter dawn was unveiled afresh. This book is the word of the Lord (thanks be to God). I know this because “the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy,” and that Spirit reverberates throughout these pages.

      Brian Zahnd is a unique blend of pastor, prophet, and poet—he’s a preacher, a philosopher, and a mystic. He’s a man of prayer who teaches us to pray. No, he’s not Jesus—but he does know him. They sit together daily. From his friendship with Jesus Christ, BZ’s words and works emerge as a blazing minority report, a synthesis of beauty, truth, and justice mediated by cruciform love. How grateful I am for his witness! How happy I am that our lives have become a collaboration.

      I was so gratified to see Brian’s deep engagement with Nietzsche, Dostoevsky, Kierkegaard, et al., given our mutual regard for their important contributions and critiques of this present darkness. But most of all, I am thrilled (but unsurprised) to see how he walks the confused, the disillusioned, and the deluded into the light. In that sense, Brian strikes me as a sort of Socrates fulfilled in Christ. Let me explain . . . no, there is too much. Let me sum up.

      In Plato’s Republic, the sage Socrates offers his famous but oft misunderstood cave analogy. In the bowels of a dark cave, we find a company of dreary figures bound in chains, so immobile that they can only stare straight ahead. They peer at the cave wall, fixated on shadows projected by objects passing in front of a fire behind them. They can imagine no other reality than those dancing shadows. Their myopia anticipates the twenty-first-century masses, mesmerized by our smartphones, deluded by the strange notion that whatever their blue light glow says is real. Our culture’s addiction to entertainment “news,” conspiracy theories, and the matrix of spectrum ideology is a photoshopped pseudo-reality with bad lip-syncing.

      Inexplicably, which is to say by grace, one day, one of the prisoner’s chains are broken. Socrates doesn’t say how. But the psalmist does:

      
        Some sat in darkness and in gloom,

        prisoners in misery and in irons,

        for they had rebelled against the words of God,

        and spurned the counsel of the Most High.

        Their hearts were bowed down with hard labor;

        they fell down, with no one to help.

        Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble,

        and he saved them from their distress;

        he brought them out of darkness and gloom,

        and broke their bonds asunder. (Ps 107:10-14)

      

      Now back to The Republic. Initially, the prisoner who turns around sees a campfire. Some honest-to-goodness light at last! Manmade light, to be sure, but it’s a start. Campfires are nice. They’re warm in a comforting way. I can watch the flames for hours. Hypnotized. And never leave the cave.

      
        All of you are kindlers of fire,

        lighters of firebrands.

        Walk in the flame of your fire,

        and among the brands that you have kindled!

        This is what you shall have from my hand:

        you shall lie down in torment. (Is 50:11)

      

      Isaiah saw the peril three centuries before Plato. What peril? The second delusion: that all those aha moments of wokeness we experience in personal therapy or social movements (however good) add up to enlightenment. As if my deconstruction and newfound self-awareness are ultimate reality. Not so much. Campfires are a good waypoint on our journey up and out, but attachment to them means we’re still stuck in the cave.

      This is where Plato’s Socrates gets misunderstood. The cave, for him, is not our earthly existence. He’s not a Gnostic trying to escape the material world any more than Paul was. The cave for him is “the world” of 1 John 2:15-17—the worldly systems defined by “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” (NIV). That world and its desires, says John, are passing away. A darkness that in light of the Christ is already fading.

      At this point, someone needs to drag the prisoner from the cave. Who does this? Maybe Socrates thought it was a mentor like himself or his dialogical teaching. Maybe that’s BZ’s role. What does resonate with me is the dragging. What drags me out of my slumber is often the cold slap of tragedy or the pain of my own self-harm or the rude shock of discovering I’ve believed lies for my whole life.

      In any case, that gets us to the threshold of the cave—our first glimpse of the true light of the sun. For Plato, the sun represents God or the Good. Beholding the sun is quite a shock at first. Your eyes have to adjust. Maybe you have to start by squinting at reflections of the sun in a lake. Might I suggest the Sea of Galilee? But the point is that the same sun that created your eyes now also illuminates them and everything around you. You’re not leaving this existence, but you’re seeing that it’s bigger and brighter and more ablaze with glory than you’d ever imagined. The whole world becomes Moses’ transfigured shrub.

      The Christian mystical tradition calls this stage of growth and revelation “illumination” because, at last, you’re beholding the source of the light and truth itself. And who is this light but the sun of righteousness (Mal 4:2) who came into the world, the true light from light who shines on all humanity (Jn 1:9)?

      Socrates, however, does not stop at illumination. The prisoner who has been released from his chains, dragged from the cave, and has seen the light doesn’t rest self-satisfied in an arrivals lounge. The light also fills those who’ve seen it with compassion for those still bound in darkness. They feel the call to reenter the cave with the good news. For Socrates, this represents the philosopher who has found enlightenment and is now compelled to reenter the mess of city politics to advocate for a just society. He warns that returning to the darkness from the safety of one’s contemplative island can be disorienting and dangerous. Having seen the light, those who revisit the cave are again disoriented. It’s hard to see in the dark. To the prisoners there, you just look like a staggering drunk, tripping your way to the restroom. In fact, he says, if they could, they’d attack you. Brian knows this.

      Elsewhere in The Republic, we see a demythologized  version of the story. We read a prophecy, many centuries before Christ, where Glaucon (Plato’s older brother) warns that if the Good were to manifest in this world, it would come as the perfectly righteous man. And how would he be received? We would inevitably arrest him, beat him, and crucify him. Yes, he uses that word.

      And in this sense, Socrates is fulfilled in Christ, for Christ did enter this world that was shrouded by darkness, and he was murdered on a cross. But what Socrates did not foresee was that the darkness could not overcome the just Man and by his resurrection, Christ “destroy[ed] the death shroud that enfolds all peoples” (Is 25:7 NIV). As we Orthodox sing repeatedly during the Pascha celebration,

      
        Christ is risen from the dead,

        trampling down death by death

        and upon those in the tomb, bestowing life.

      

      I say all that to introduce you again to a Jesus-loving Socratic sage and light-bearer. May God use his beautiful gospel to break chains, bring clarity, and lead us up and out into the light, where we behold with unveiled faces the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.

       

      Fiat Lux

    

  





Prelude


In fall 2019, my wife and I made our third pilgrimage on the Camino de Santiago. Walking the Camino has become one of the great passions of my life. The pilgrim life suits me—at least for a few weeks every few years. We take our first step on the Camino in the French village of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port in the Pyrenees Mountains, and then forty days and five hundred miles later, we arrive at the cathedral in Santiago de Compostela, Spain.

But the old adage “it’s the journey, not the destination that matters most” is particularly true of modern pilgrimage. If the destination is the point, I can get to Santiago from anywhere in the world in a matter of hours. But that’s not the point. The point is the long walk itself and the simplified life of being a pilgrim—it’s a respite “far from the madding crowd” of modernity. For forty days and forty nights, our lives are reduced to the blessed singularity of walking from town to town, from church to church, from one lodging to the next, each day moving a bit closer to Santiago. We don’t dart here and there, back and forth in a frenzy; we don’t speed through the world in mechanized transport; we just journey steadily westward, never moving any faster than footspeed. The slowness is the point. Because when we slow down enough over a protracted period, we settle into a more contemplative state. The true destination of my pilgrim journey isn’t Santiago but the stillness of soul conducive to contemplation.

To walk the Camino de Santiago is a deeply spiritual experience. Every pilgrim, no matter how secular in their philosophy, senses this and it’s a frequent topic of conversation. “The Camino will provide” is a common expression among pilgrims. It means that no matter what you need, it will somehow turn up as you walk the Way. I’ve found that this is true on many levels. The spirituality of the Camino is a precious anomaly in our disenchanted age. The Camino is also religious—by which I mean you will pass countless churches, chapels, and crucifixes. Virtually every pilgrim will attend at least one Mass to receive a pilgrim blessing. You will almost certainly find lodging several nights in a monastery. It’s impossible not to sense the religious devotion of the millions of medieval pilgrims who walked the road to Santiago in their pre-modern world.

It’s considered incontrovertible that Europe is thoroughly secular while America clings to Christianity. But that has not been my experience. When I’m in Europe, I sense deep, though often buried and forgotten, Christian roots; while in America, I encounter a thin veneer of civil religion disguising a deeply secular core. Contrary to what some may think, the soil of Americanized Christianity is not well-suited to nourishing or sustaining Christian faith. This is what I was thinking about as I walked the Camino in fall 2019.

I was keenly aware of the faith-challenging fiery ordeal that Western Christians are currently passing through, and I began to formulate some ideas of what I would like to say to those whose faith is in the crucible. Two weeks and two hundred miles into the Camino, I sat for several hours on a terrace in Castrojeriz—a lovely hilltop village that has welcomed pilgrims for over seven hundred years—and outlined the eleven chapters of this book, giving it the title When Everything’s on Fire. I began the writing process in January. At the beginning of 2020, it seemed like everything was on fire, and then—everything was on fire! A global pandemic. An economic crisis. A day of reckoning for America’s systemic racial injustice. Nationwide protests. More police shootings of unarmed Black men. More unrest. More scandals in the church. More politicization of the Christian faith. More political vitriol and violence. More enflamed division. More people losing faith. Indeed, everything’s on fire!

But all is not lost—far from it. Even when everything seems to be on fire, faith is still possible. Faith does not have to perish in the ashes of a theological deconstruction. The particular challenges of our secular age do not have to be a dead end for faith. There is a way forward. The apostle Peter speaks of a faith that is more precious than gold because it has been refined by fire (1 Pet 1:7). It is possible to forge a valid and vibrant faith from the ashes of fiery testing. That’s what I want to discuss. I wish that you and I could walk together for few days on the Camino de Santiago and have many long conversations about the possibility of Christian faith in an epoch of unbelief. And who knows, maybe that will happen someday. But for now, this book will have to suffice. As you read, try to think of me as a fellow pilgrim on the journey of life who, for a little while, seeks to be your walking companion and conversation partner.











Allons! Whoever you are come travel with me!

Traveling with me you find what never tires.

The earth never tires,

The earth is rude, silent, incomprehensible at first,

Nature is rude and incomprehensible at first,

Be not discouraged, keep on, there are divine things well envelop’d,

I swear to you there are divine things more beautiful than words can tell.

WALT WHITMAN, “SONG OF THE OPEN ROAD”
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  THE MADMAN’S

    LANTERN

  
    Once upon a time, we all believed in God. In an earlier epoch, we believed in God (or gods) as effortlessly as we believed in the firm ground beneath our feet and the expanse of sky above our heads. An ancient Greek poet expressed it like this in a hymn to Zeus (later reappropriated by the apostle Paul): “In him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). For the ancients, the divine was as immanent as the air they breathed. But that was before everything was on fire. That was before the conflagration of world wars, before the skies over Auschwitz were darkened with human ash, before the ominous mushroom clouds over Hiroshima and Nagasaki, before the world witnessed twin pillars of smoke rising into the September sky over Manhattan, before long-venerated institutions were engulfed in the flames of scandal, before the scorched-earth assault on Christianity by its cultured despisers. Today, it’s harder to believe, harder to hold on to faith, and nearly impossible to embrace religion with unjaded innocence. We live in a time when everything is on fire and the faith of millions is imperiled.

    So, is Christian faith still viable in an age of unbelief?

    Yes, it is possible. I can bear witness. My own faith has passed through the flames of modernity and is alive and well. I’ve faced the most potent challenges to Christian faith head-on and lived to tell the tale as a believing Christian. A healthy, flourishing faith is possible in the twenty-first century, but we need to acknowledge that we are passing through a time of rising skepticism, cynicism, and secularism. Our age is no friend to faith, and the challenges we face are real. I hear the melancholy whispers of Galadriel at the beginning of The Lord of the Rings: “The world is changed: I feel it in the water, I feel it in the earth, I smell it in the air. Much that once was is lost, for none now live who remember it.”1

    “Much that once was is lost”—many of us resonate with that sentiment. The loss has been sudden and precipitous. The Western world entered the twentieth century still tethered to a much older world—a world where people felt the  immanence of God. But somewhere along the way through that tumultuous century, the cord was severed and we entered a new world—a world where God seems to have gone missing. The ethos of our age might be described as the felt absence of God. Something has been lost and in the Western world, Christianity is in decline. Most denominations are losing membership and the fastest-growing religious category in America is “none.” For believers who, in their anxiety and frustration, recklessly frame this phenomenon in culture-war terms, this has produced considerable consternation. But their culture-war-induced rage only adds fuel to the fire of post-Christian attitudes. Being angry with modern people for losing their faith is like being angry with medieval people for dying of the plague. Something has happened in our time. Just as something happened in the Middle Ages that imperiled the lives of medieval people, something has happened in late modernity that has imperiled the faith of modern people. Something has crippled shared religious belief in the Western world over the past century. And no one foresaw it more clearly than Friedrich Nietzsche, the famed German philosopher and vehement critic of Christianity.

    In 1882—seven years before his descent into madness—Friedrich Nietzsche published a parable called The Madman. In the parable, a madman comes into a village on a bright, sunny morning holding aloft a lantern and crying, “I seek God! I seek God!” This absurdity elicits laughter and mockery from the villagers. The madman then jumps into their midst with a wild look in his eyes,

    
      “Whither is God?” he cried; “I will tell you. We have killed him—you and I. All of us are his murderers. But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What were we doing when we unchained this earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are we moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward, forward, in all directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying, as through an infinite nothing? Do we not feel the breath of empty space? Has it not become colder? Is not night continually closing in on us? Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning? Do we hear nothing as yet of the noise of the gravediggers who are burying God? Do we smell nothing as yet of the divine decomposition? Gods, too, decompose. God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him.”2

    

    After his rant, the madman smashes the lantern on the ground before his astonished listeners and says, “I have come too early, my time is not yet. This tremendous event is still on its way.”3 The parable ends with the madman going into churches and singing a requiem for God.

    It’s a remarkably powerful and clairvoyant piece of imaginative writing that foresaw the decline of Christian faith in the twentieth century. Nietzsche’s madman smashing the lantern might be seen as something like Mrs. O’Leary’s cow kicking over the lantern in the barn. O’Leary’s cow set Chicago on fire, and Nietzsche’s madman set the Western world on fire. I don’t mean Nietzsche caused what is happening to Christian faith in Western Europe and North America, but he foresaw it with such clarity that it’s as if he were present for the first flickering of what has become a raging inferno. In 1882, Nietzsche proclaimed that “God is dead,” though at that time the vast majority of people in Europe called themselves Christian and attended church. But by 1966, things had changed. That year, Time magazine put this controversial question on what is probably its most famous cover: Is God Dead? What seemed like the ravings of a madman in the 1880s became a legitimate question in the 1960s. In Nietzsche’s parable, when the madman saw that the villagers were not prepared to hear his prophecy, he simply said, “I have come too early, my time is not yet.” But his time has now come. Is God dead? Today, it’s an even more relevant question than when it first appeared on the cover of Time.

    
      LUNCH WITH NIETZSCHE

      I have a fantasy of having lunch with Nietzsche at some cozy café in Basel, Switzerland. If my fantasy were to come true, I would have to spend the first fifteen minutes catching him up with what has happened over the past century or so—from the rise of mechanized warfare in the First World War to the rise of weaponized disinformation in the digital age and the steady rise of atheism all along the way. I don’t think Nietzsche would be surprised. He saw most of it coming. I’ve read much of Nietzsche’s work and have to admit I have a fondness for this troubled and provocative philosopher. He was a towering intellect, a tremendous writer, a savage polemicist, and the most formidable critic of Christianity in the modern era. And if one is offended by his hostile disposition toward Christianity, it should be remembered that his caustic assaults were more of an attack on moribund Christendom as a cultural artifact than on a faith centered on the life and teachings of Jesus. Indeed, Nietzsche at times seems to have a begrudging admiration for Jesus of Nazareth.

      I readily admit to agreeing with a good deal of what Nietzsche writes. His critique of nineteenth-century European Christianity is often as accurate as it is scathing. Even if in the end, Nietzsche is tragically wrong about many important things, I still respect his analysis of the problem. So what does Nietzsche mean by what is probably his most famous aphorism: God is dead? In The Gay Science (or The Joyful Wisdom)—the book that contains the parable of the madman—Nietzsche says, “The greatest recent event—that ‘God is dead,’ that the belief in the Christian god has become unbelievable—is already beginning to cast its first shadows over Europe.”4

      Even though it’s now associated with him, Nietzsche didn’t coin the phrase God is dead. As the son of a Lutheran pastor, he would have heard that line in a Lutheran Holy Saturday hymn. And although Nietzsche had become an atheist, in his aphorism “God is dead,” he doesn’t simply mean that God doesn’t exist. Rather, he means that he foresees how belief in God will soon cease to be the organizing principle of European civilization. Nietzsche perceived that the Christian bourgeoisie already lived as if God did not exist, even if their religious philosophy had not caught up with their actual practice. PKs (pastors’ kids) like Nietzsche are often keenly aware of the hypocrisy of parishioners. Nietzsche understood that people often live as practical atheists before they come out of the closet as professed atheists. In the 1880s, Nietzsche was saying that Western civilization had already in practice become atheistic, even if most people didn’t know it yet. With the prescience of a prophet—albeit a mad prophet—Nietzsche anticipates the rise of a secular age where faith is increasingly pushed to the periphery. And he was entirely correct in his prophecy.

      Yet unlike the smug new atheists, Nietzsche did not gloat over the demise of Christianity. Rather, he feared that it would leave nothing but the void of nihilism that he described as “an infinite nothing.” He spoke of the loss of Christian faith as a sponging away of the horizon, meaning that Western culture would suffer a crisis of moral vertigo, unable to define what constitutes the Good. Nietzsche knew that if culture becomes atheistic without supplying a new organizing center to replace what was once occupied by God, that culture is doomed to drift into cold and empty nihilism. He describes it as the earth being unchained from the sun. Unlike the zealous new atheists, Nietzsche didn’t say “Hooray! We’ve got rid of God! Now everything will get better!” Nietzsche was much more sober and feared that life in a world that had abandoned God would become petty and pointless.

      Nevertheless, Nietzsche was ready for the world to take the bold step and move on without God. Nietzsche was a kind of John the Baptist preparing the way for a new secular age. Nietzsche hoped that this new age would see the rise of the Übermensch, the overman, the superman; he hoped that through what he called the will to power heroic men (and yes, it would be men) would lead humanity into a new dawn of greatness—a theme the Nazis would exploit to horrific ends.5 Nietzsche hoped that men as gallant gods would rise to occupy the place previously occupied by the Judeo-Christian God. But he also feared that instead of the superman, the future would belong to what he called “the last man.” In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, he writes,

      
        Behold! I show you the last man.

        “What is love? What is creation? What is longing? What is a star”—so asks the last man and he blinks.

        The earth has become small, and on it hops the last man who makes everything small. His species is ineradicable like that of the flea; the last man lives longest.

        “We have invented happiness”—say the last men, and blink.6

      

      For Nietzsche, the last man (his metaphor for the final development of a failed humanity) is an incurious utilitarian who can only see value in terms of commerce. The last man has no grander ambition than a kind of sedated happiness, and Nietzsche thought that making happiness our prime objective was an unworthy goal for human life. The Übermensch wants much more out of life than mere happiness. For the Übermensch, the struggle itself brings more meaning to life than personal contentment. From Nietzsche, we get the famous saying “What  doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.”7 Nietzsche, who was a mountaineer himself, would have appreciated George Mallory’s famous answer to the question of why he was climbing Mount Everest: “Because it’s there.”

      But the last man can never understand the value of a noble struggle. For the last man, climbing a mountain or exploring the ocean or creating art or gaining an education can only be worth the effort if it serves a utilitarian end. The last man has no interest in adventure, exploration, art, or education for its own sake. The last man will climb a mountain only if he has a corporate sponsor; he’ll explore the ocean only if he can drill for oil; he’ll create art only if it will sell; he’ll get an education only if it will land him a high-paying job. The last man just wants a comfortable life and some prosaic happiness. I imagine Nietzsche’s last man sitting in a recliner, remote in hand, surfing seven hundred channels, muttering, “We have invented happiness,” and then blinking stupidly. If Nietzsche’s Übermensch was a kind of heroic Greek god, his last man is basically an incurious couch potato. That it would not be the Greek gods but the apathetic, entertainment-addled last man who would follow the death of God was Nietzsche’s biggest fear.

      Nietzsche was a serious thinker and his arguments need to be taken seriously, and I’ve tried to do so. It’s why I’ve read so much of his work. He was brilliant and perceptive, but in the end, he was wrong. I believe history bears this out. I suppose if I did get to have my fantasy lunch with Nietzsche, I’d have to tell him the bad news that his dreamed-of Übermensch turned out to be a monster and that his dreaded last man seems to be the inevitable end of his philosophical trajectory. It would probably be an awkward lunch. Maybe I don’t want to have that lunch with Nietzsche after all—it would be just too sad.

      As I said, I have a fondness for him. I wouldn’t relish telling Nietzsche that his philosophy doesn’t lead to a new heroic age but only to the dead end of nihilism—the very thing he feared. I find it easy to forgive Nietzsche’s vicious attacks on religion because his criticism of the cultural Christianity he saw in late-nineteenth-century Europe was essentially the same criticism leveled by the Danish philosopher and Christian thinker Søren Kierkegaard. The difference between these two existential philosophers is that while Kierkegaard believed that within the dry husk of Christendom there was the living seed of the Word of God, Nietzsche believed that Christianity was nothing but an empty shell. To put it very simply, in his criticism of Christianity, Kierkegaard still believed in Christ while Nietzsche did not. In the end, Kierkegaard took the better road.

    

    
    

      THE MASTERS OF SUSPICION

      Nietzsche belongs to a trinity of nineteenth-century thinkers that Paul Ricoeur called the “masters of suspicion.” These masters of suspicion—Friedrich Nietzsche, Karl Marx, and Sigmund Freud—were all suspicious of the same thing: the possibility of altruistic love as a primary motive. For Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud, the claim that at the heart of Christian faith is found pure love is met with resolute skepticism—they simply don’t believe that people can be truly motivated by love of God and love of neighbor. Marx says our motives are mostly about money; Freud says our motives are mostly about sex; Nietzsche says our motives are mostly about power. Nietzsche in particular insisted that Christian love was nothing but what he called “slave morality”—a way for the weak to manipulate the strong, a way for the slave to covertly express his ressentiment toward his master.

      According to Nietzsche, the slave morality of Christian love prevented humanity from rising to its potential greatness. Nietzsche thought that the ideal of Christian love kept humanity weak, ignoble, and sick. He was convinced that it was time for humanity to cast off the pretense of altruistic love and, through a fierce will to power, become supermen who march into a new heroic age unshackled from the ball and chain of Christian slave morality. This is certainly how the Nazis read Nietzsche as they venerated Beyond Good and Evil, The Twilight of the Idols, The Antichrist, and other Nietzschean works as their canonical texts. The Nazis were consciously attempting to live out Nietzsche’s philosophy; they were deliberately trying to be the supermen that Nietzsche imagined. Nietzsche was certainly not a genocidal anti-Semite, but powerful ideas can have consequences—and Nietzsche knew this. In Ecce Homo, he writes,

      
        I know my fate. One day there will be associated with my name the recollection of something frightful—a crisis like no other before on earth, of the profoundest collision of conscience, a decision evoked against everything that until then had been believed in, demanded, sanctified. I am not a man, I am dynamite.8

      

      Unfortunately, these words turned out more horrifyingly true than Nietzsche could have imagined in 1889. Of course, Nietzsche did not foresee or intend the Holocaust, but when you play with fire, sometimes it gets out of control and burns everything to the ground. And lest you think I’m being unfair to Nietzsche by connecting him to Hitler and Nazism, allow me to cite French philosopher and founder of deconstruction theory, Jacques Derrida: “The future of the Nietzschean text is not closed. But if within the still-open contours of an era, the only politics calling itself—proclaiming itself—Nietzschean will have been a Nazi one, then this is necessarily significant and must be questioned in all of its consequences.”9

      Nietzsche was accurate in his prediction that Western civilization was entering an epoch where God would no longer be the assumed center of society, but he was horribly wrong in thinking that the way forward lay with the Übermensch. For all of his brilliance, Nietzsche was tragically naive in thinking that his imagined superman with his dark fascination with shaping the world through a violent will to power would lead anywhere other than to death camps and a continent in ruin. Nietzsche was right in his diagnosis of the problem but criminally wrong in his solution.

    

    
    
      A CHRISTIAN CRITIQUE OF CHRISTENDOM

      Where does this leave us now? The lantern has been smashed, the brazen assertion that God is dead is ringing in our ears, and everything seems to be on fire. What shall we do? Is it inevitable that we follow a path foretold by Nietzsche that leads to the end of Christian faith, or is there a way to take seriously what Nietzsche heralds and still believe? Nietzsche saw something real looming on the horizon of the twentieth century, but is the madman right when he says, “What after all are these churches now if they are not the tombs and sepulchers of God?”10 Is that true, or does the church still have a future as a living witness to a risen Christ?

      In recent years, we’ve seen believers, pastors, and well-known Christian leaders publicly lose their faith. This phenomenon is happening with increasing regularity. Does that mean we who still believe are simply whistling past the graveyard and stubbornly forestalling our own inevitable loss of faith? Here is the big question: Is it possible to hold on to Christian faith in an age of unbelief? The answer is yes! Certainly, contemporary Nietzsches are announcing the impossibility of Christian faith, but there are also trustworthy guides who can say with Fyodor Dostoevsky, “I believe in Christ and confess him not like some child; my hosanna has passed through an enormous furnace of doubt.”11

      It’s helpful to keep in mind that what Nietzsche critiqued about Christianity, Kierkegaard also equally critiqued—and he could be every bit as polemical as Nietzsche. In 1855, Kierkegaard published Attack Upon “Christendom.” Kierkegaard believed that the nominal state-sponsored Lutheranism of Denmark was quite nearly the very opposite of the demanding Christianity set forth in the New Testament, and he attacked it head-on. Here’s an example of the kind of polemic found in Kierkegaard’s Attack:

      
        I might be tempted to make to Christendom a proposal different from that of the Bible Society. Let us collect all the New Testaments we have, let us bring them out to an open square or up to some summit of a mountain, and while we all kneel let one man speak to God thus: “Take this book back again; we men, such as we are now, are not fit to go in for this sort of thing, it only makes us unhappy.” This is my proposal, that like those inhabitants in Gerasa we beseech Christ to depart from our borders. This would be an honest and human way of talking—rather different from the disgusting hypocritical priestly fudge about life having no value for us without the priceless blessing which is Christianity.12

      

      Kierkegaard continues in this vein of biting satire for three hundred blistering pages. He may have even outdone Nietzsche in his withering assault on the languid and self-satisfied state-sponsored Christianity of his day. Though Kierkegaard never read Nietzsche (Kierkegaard died before Nietzsche began his career), he is attacking Nietzsche’s last man pretending to be a Christian. Kierkegaard could have written, “The last man says, ‘I’m saved,’ and blinks.” Both of these powerful thinkers despised the easy seduction of lazy groupthink—Kierkegaard called it “the crowd” and Nietzsche called it “the herd,” but they both said the same thing. Nietzsche’s last man follows the herd and Kierkegaard’s Christendom follows the crowd.  Both philosophers urge their readers to take responsibility for their lives and act with conviction and courage. But for all their similarities—and they are remarkably alike!—they ultimately reached very different conclusions. Kierkegaard held a deep and abiding faith in Jesus Christ. It’s fair to say that his Christian faith informed all of his philosophical work. Kierkegaard was able to make the vital distinction between a failed Christendom and a triumphant Christ.

      One of the great tragedies in the history of philosophy is that Nietzsche never read Kierkegaard. (Kierkegaard was virtually unknown outside of Copenhagen before Nietzsche’s mental collapse in 1890.) I suppose my real fantasy is that Kierkegaard could have lunch with Nietzsche. I think they would have thoroughly understood one another and probably enjoyed one another’s company. I can imagine Kierkegaard listening to Nietzsche, nodding his head and saying, “Yes, yes, yes! But have you thought about this?” What a fascinating conversation that would be! Nietzsche in conversation with Kierkegaard; skepticism in conversation with faith; “I’ve lost my faith” in conversation with “I still believe.” That’s what I hope this book can be. I hope it can be my, “Yes, yes, yes! But have you thought about this?” conversation with those who feel like their faith is hanging by a thread. This is my long lunch conversation with those who still hold out hope for an authentic faith but are asking, “What can we do when everything is on fire?”
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