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“Dan DeWitt is a sharp, rigorous thinker who can communicate deep truths in a way people can grasp. This book shows the way forward in the struggle between Christ and our reigning secularist cultural mood. Buy three copies of this book. Get one copy for an unbelieving friend, to think through the claims of Christ. Get one for a young Christian, unsure of his or her faith. And then read one copy yourself, to equip you to engage your neighbors with the credible good news of Jesus Christ.”

Russell Moore, President, The Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission; author, Onward


“A wonderfully accessible book, perfect not only for college students, but for seekers and doubters as well. Dan takes sophisticated reasoning on some of the most difficult questions and really puts it on the bottom shelf.”

J. D. Greear, Lead Pastor, The Summit Church, Durham, North Carolina; President, The Southern Baptist Convention

“Thanks to Dan DeWitt for a very readable and articulate conversation about the power of the gospel in the face of various forms of opposition. DeWitt’s discussion will be useful to anyone who would consider the claims of Chris­tianity in the context of other treasured options and objections. In recognizing the power of presuppositions for any view we hold, DeWitt explains how only the presuppositions of the Christian faith can provide the foundation that other views claim to offer.”

K. Scott Oliphint, Professor of Apologetics and Systematic Theology, Westminster Theological Seminary; author, Covenantal Apologetics

“Dan DeWitt’s book packs a wallop. The conversational style masks a deep acquaintance with the major issues and philosophies of the day. DeWitt successfully shows how behind every apparently rational objection to faith lies a moral and ‘religious’ commitment, which can be shaken only by a gospel jolt. Winsome and engaging, this text is must reading for any aspiring Christian apologist.”

William Edgar, Professor of Apologetics, Westminster Theological Seminary

“I’m kind of over apologetics-type books. Many—if not most—portray conversations with skeptics in this weird alternate reality where unbelievers ask all the right questions in the right order and care about intellectual consistency. Dan DeWitt knows that world doesn’t exist. And in Christ or Chaos he shows how fluid and complex journeys to and from Christ really are. Still, he avoids wandering through spiritual-sounding truisms. DeWitt is not afraid of arguments and facts. Like all his writing, this book anthologizes some of the most compelling reflections from Christianity’s best thinkers. Christ or Chaos wrestles with the deepest questions without the familiar cookie cutters.”

Aaron Cline Hanbury, Editorial Director, Relevant magazine

“Christ or Chaos gets right to the heart of the biggest human question: Are we made by God with a plan, or are we a cosmic accident? With stories, research, and personal examples, Dan will take you on a journey exploring the most important questions of life. And as you will see, the evidence for the Christian worldview is compelling.”

Sean McDowell, Assistant Professor of Christian Apologetics, Biola University; author, A New Kind of Apologist

“Change begins with conversations. With compassion-filled logical prose, DeWitt’s Christ or Chaos provides believers with an accessible icebreaker so that they can begin thoughtful long-term conversations with the nonbelieving world.”

D. A. Horton, Pastor, Reach Fellowship, Long Beach, California; author, Bound to Be Free

“In Christ or Chaos DeWitt uses argument in an artistic way to illustrate the biblical view of the world. He shows not only that Christianity is true, but also that it is the only compelling way to understand the cosmos and the human condition. This is a great read.”

FLAME, Grammy-nominated Christian hip-hop artist

“In this book Dan applies eternal truth to modern ideologies in a way that engages and equips every reader to discover or defend his or her faith. All who care about spiritual truth owe it to themselves to read this book.”

Russ Lee, award-winning singer/songwriter; lead singer, NewSong

“DeWitt weighs the evidence for and against Christianity theologically, cleverly, and profoundly, yet with sensitivity and clarity. In the end, he reminds us that only the gospel can change the human heart and enlighten the mind. If you want to be prepared to answer difficult questions about the reality of your Christian faith in the public arena in a gentle and reverent way, this book is for you. I thoroughly enjoyed reading it and I will recommend it frequently.”

Miguel Núñez, Senior Pastor, International Baptist Church, Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic; President, Wisdom and Integrity
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To my big brother, Chris, 
with much love and respect





Foreword

You know the feeling you get when you’re relaxing in a chair, leaning back, arms up, fingers folded behind your head, and all of a sudden you recline just a little too far? Right after you suck all the air out of the room, one of two things happens. The first is that by flailing your arms in just the right direction at just the right speed, you somehow manage to right yourself and find your balance. The alternative is that you fall flat on your back, wind knocked out, probably needing to take a few moments to recover from your not-so-graceful plunge.

That second outcome: that’s me when I went to college. My dad is a pastor, I was raised in the church, and I grew up with mostly Christian friends. I was taught that what I believed was the absolute truth, no ifs, ands, or buts about it. All the way through my high school career, I can’t remember doubting much about my faith. I was comfortable, leaning back in my cushy Christian recliner, confident that I had this faith thing figured out.

Then, in college, I met people who believed differently than me. Some of them followed other religions. Others were atheists or agnostics. But one thing we all had in common was that we were basically decent people, adhering to a fairly similar set of moral guidelines. I didn’t really know any atheists in high school, and out of my naiveté, I assumed they were probably all immoral or uncaring, and obviously not very thoughtful since they didn’t believe in God. What I found was quite the opposite. These folks became my friends. As I got to know them, I realized that they were intelligent and incredibly thoughtful. They just happened to subscribe to a completely different worldview.

My chair collapsed and I spiraled, arms thrashing, into the abyss of confusion. I began to wonder if my faith was ill placed. I wasn’t sure if there were good, rational reasons to believe in Christianity. I considered, for the first time, that some other religion might have it right or, even scarier, that there might be no God at all.

About that time, I met someone named Dan DeWitt, who became my college pastor at church. Dan was exactly who I needed to have in my life during those frightening moments of rebuilding my faith. Dan had been down the path I was on, and knew well how to respond to my doubts. He listened with grace, prayed with and for me, and helped me sort through why I believe what I believe. He took his time and didn’t give me a one-size-fits-all solution.

Dan wasn’t afraid of my doubts, I learned, because God isn’t afraid of our doubts. I came to see my growing list of questions not as a sign of a weak faith, but as an indicator that I was taking my faith seriously. I learned to view my doubts as opportunities, as an invitation to search for truth.

One of the things I appreciate about Dan is that he is a Christian leader who’s not afraid to publicly empathize with skeptics. He won’t tell you he has it all figured out, because none of us do. But he will consistently point you toward the great Love and Light that has captured his heart.

Jesus is big enough to handle your uncertainty. He isn’t intimidated by your questions. That’s because he’s not a formula, but a real person. And in the end, what will change your life is not an argument, but the very Spirit of God. And I’m praying that’s exactly what will happen as you work through the following pages.

This book is Dan’s way of catching your recliner. It’s his way of pulling up a chair alongside of yours for a friendly dialogue about the most serious of topics: truth that can be defended, but doesn’t need defending; the love of God that isn’t deserved, but is given freely; and a peculiar providence that places people, and even books like this one, in our lives at just the right time. Maybe you’ll discover, perhaps even for the first time, a faith strong enough to support you with all of your questions and doubts.

Josh Wilson

singer/songwriter





Introduction

Reality Used to Be a Friend of Mine

Thirst was made for water; inquiry for truth.

C. S. Lewis, The Great Divorce

The sun will probably kill us.

That’s what scientists tell us. The large warmth-giving star our earth orbits around will continue to heat up until it burns all its nuclear fuel. Feeding its insatiable hunger for energy, it will grow into what experts call a “Red Giant.” In its hot wrath this giant will gobble up all life on earth and burp out a silent planet.

The End.

That’s how the curtain closes in one storyline at least. And that’s the outlook many embrace today. The plot begins in a murky prebiotic ocean and ends in the heat death of all of civilization. And if that’s where life came from and where history is headed, there’s not much we can do about it. After all, wishful thinking has never slain a giant.

I loved giant stories as a kid. They involved mysterious beans, cunning heroes, and defeated Goliaths. But the Red Giant isn’t my idea of an inspirational fairy tale. I think I like the Jolly Green Giant, who advertises canned vegetables on television, a whole lot better.

If it were up to me, the Green Giant would trounce the Red Giant, and we would all walk off into the sunset holding hands and snacking on sweet peas. In all seriousness, there actually is a fifty-five-foot-tall statue of the Jolly Green Giant in Blue Earth, Minnesota. If things end the way scientists predict, this monument will one day melt beneath the heat of the expanding sun, a reminder that life doesn’t have to mirror fantasy.

Not every story has a happy ending. Not all giants are jolly. When I was a child I thought like a child. Perhaps it’s time to put away childish things.

But we’re all suckers for a good story. That’s why we squirm a bit at gloomy projections for the human race. We want a comedy even though our meteorological forecast forces us into a tragedy. I think deep down we’re all holding out hope for a David figure to step in with a humble sling and defend us from the cosmic foe threatening our existence. We simply want a better ending.

Choose Your Own Adventure

Every perspective of reality contains an inherent narrative. Every worldview is a novel. Each has an author, a beginning, and an end. The task for thinking people is to consider not which story is the most interesting, but which one is actually true. In the end we may find a story compelling and true in which we can lose ourselves. Better yet, we may discover a story in which we can actually find ourselves. That would be novel indeed.

As a young boy I enjoyed reading the Choose Your Own Adventure books. At the end of each short chapter you would be asked a question about the plot and then be directed to a specific page to continue the story, depending on your answer. While every decision along the way would influence the outcome, none was more important than the very first. Your response to the first question would determine the scope of all of your future options.

Reality works a lot like this. We all have to make fundamental assumptions about the nature of the universe. The first chapter of the human narrative presents the question about origins. The options are (a) nature contains the answer to this question or (b) something outside nature contains the answers. The decisions that follow are important, but this first choice determines the possibilities—the parameters—of the rest of the plot.

This is the basic worldview assumption that Thomas is forced to wrestle with his junior year in college. His roommate, Zach, has recently become an atheist. Zach is convinced that his new worldview offers a superior explanation of the universe. Encouraging Thomas to reconsider his faith, Zach has suggested that Christianity is irrational and detached from reality.

The two have been best friends since they were little kids. Very few of their childhood memories do not include the other in some way. Rooming together in college was a given. They’ve looked forward to it since their senior year in high school when they decided to attend the same university. But now, in their third year of college life, it seems they’ve never been further apart.

This has both taxed their friendship and challenged Thomas’s faith. He fears it may drive them apart forever. How can their friendship survive such a clash?

To be honest, many a night Thomas has wondered if his roommate is right. On occasion he has asked himself, “Is Christianity really disconnected from the world? Is religious belief irrational?”

What most troubles him is that some of Zach’s arguments against Christianity seem reasonable and persuasive. After all, they’ve both seen some really unfortunate things in the church. Thomas doesn’t have to be convinced of the limitations of their religious upbringing or of the evils done in the name of faith. So in many ways he empathizes with Zach’s decision to walk away.

And he’s considered what it would mean to follow in his footsteps.

On the other hand, if atheism is true, then the grand story of humanity means basically that we are the products of time and chance and are headed toward nonexistence. We are simply matter in motion—entropy in sneakers. But to Thomas the human experience seems to point the opposite direction. Is this only wishful thinking?

Thomas has always considered the biblical description of the world to line up with his lived experience. For him, Christianity has always made sense of life. So he’s not ready to give up without a fight. Yet his roommate has raised some valid questions about belief in God. Given the topic and their lifelong friendship, this is no trivial debate he can brush off.

Thankfully, this isn’t a journey Thomas has to take alone. He finds support from a campus ministry leader who offers some helpful resources for responding to Zach’s challenge. They talk late one evening and develop a list of biblical themes we should expect to encounter in the real world if Christianity is indeed true.

Thomas’s list includes things like a universe that is not eternal, telltale signs of design in creation, a universal longing for God (or a God substitute), a moral fabric to the universe, and accounts of God interacting in history. If Christianity is true, we should expect to find these things in the world around us and in the human experience.

If Christianity is irrational, then it should be easy enough to expose this and demonstrate that its explanation of the world and human lives is incoherent and uncompelling. But if Christianity is true, then it should provide insights into the world we live in, the values we hold, and the lives we seek to lead.

Is reality best explained by cosmos or chaos? The word cosmos is used to refer to the universe as an orderly system. The word chaos refers to something governed by chance. Which word best describes our world? Do we live in a cosmos or a chaos? Does Christianity lead us to understand the cosmos in a way that makes sense of our lived experience? Christianity, if true, should offer a map to reality—a guide to understanding the cosmos.

The Next Steps

In these pages we will follow Thomas as he reevaluates his faith in light of his roommate’s challenge that Christianity is irrational. I hope to provide an honest portrayal of what faith and friendship look like when they’re held in tension. And I hope to demonstrate the gospel’s relevance in the contemporary landscape of skepticism.

Like my earlier book Jesus or Nothing, I use a narrative framework with fictional characters to illustrate what it might look like to work through issues in real-life situations. Each chapter focuses on a different aspect of Christianity that Thomas considers important and how it relates to his experience. I interweave some of the arguments for and against the Christian worldview in an attempt to depict what these kinds of dialogues can look and sound like. I recognize that my bias as a Christian will affect the way I present either side.

I take this approach because I happen to think the gospel is up to the challenge. I’m concerned that many Christians are content to hunker down in Christian echo chambers and ignore the broader cultural conversations about faith in God. Some treat the gospel like a fragile heirloom that should be covered in Bubble Wrap, hidden in the attic, and thus preserved for future generations.

I tend to think the gospel can hold its own. The gospel won’t be intimidated or overshadowed by rival truth claims. As the famous preacher Charles Spurgeon said, you don’t defend a lion. Unchain it and it will defend itself.

This book is about the gospel minus the Bubble Wrap. It’s about the gospel’s power unshackled and taken out of the attic. We need the gospel more than it needs us. And we see the gospel best when we actually see through it—when it’s like a pair of reading glasses giving us a clear vision of reality.

That’s why Christians should never be ashamed of the gospel in the private or public domain, in our churches or in the marketplace of ideas. We shouldn’t shiver at the thought of subjecting the gospel to the test of sincere scrutiny. If it’s false, then we have nothing to gain, and if it’s true, we have nothing to lose. As C. S. Lewis once said, “One must keep on pointing out that Christianity is a statement which, if false, is of no importance, and, if true, of infinite importance. The one thing it cannot be is moderately important.”1

This may be a good place to offer a disclaimer: I make frequent references to Lewis throughout this book. I teach a class on Lewis a couple times every year at Boyce College, and in all my reading related to worldview analysis I find that few writers illustrate worldview thinking in terms of their private lives, public debates, and published works as well as he does.

I’ve written this book for students like Thomas who are torn between faith and friendship. I’ve also written this book for students like Zach who have walked away from the gospel. My prayer is that somewhere between their polar positions, through the ambient noise of skeptics and religious sound bites, a healthy conversation can take place about what Christianity looks like in the real world—or better yet—what the real world looks like in Christianity.
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