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      When John Stott in 1972 presented the lecture that became this book, the target in his sights was Christian anti-intellectualism. His message was aimed especially at ritualists who exalted church performance over thought, ecumenical activists who treated social reform as a substitute for doctrine, and Pentecostal evangelicals who absolutized experience at the expense of reflection. As an antidote, Stott pled for balance—for hard thinking to come alongside ritual, activism and experience. And he developed his plea by drawing on the main themes of Scripture. God as creator, God as revealer, God as redeemer, God as judge—this biblical portrait provided a foundational rationale for using the mind as a gift from God in faithful service to God.

      On that basis, Stott then explored the manifold ways in which diligent thinking could function as a fully contributing part of Christian life—in worship, belief, holiness, guidance, evangelism and ministry. Stott brought his appeal to a close by once again drawing on Scripture to show how the Christian use of the mind confirmed the validity of intellectual labor, but also insured that intellectual activity would function for the general good, for others and for God—instead of as an arid thing unto itself.

      In the early twenty-first century, this biblically based message is every bit as relevant to the circumstances of church and society as it was a generation ago. If anything, the pressures against using the mind carefully, honestly and faithfully as an essential aspect of the Christian’s calling are stronger now than ever before. Most Christian communities, even those that once prided themselves on separation from the world, now participate eagerly in different forms of popular culture. The gains in that move have been to end the artificial segregation of the sacred from the secular and to give Christian values a chance at baptizing television, radio, cinema, contemporary music, the Internet and the iPod. The danger has been capitulation to the sentimentalism, the raw emotionalism, the reliance on cliché and the impatience with sustained reasoning that prevails so powerfully in the world of pop.

      In addition, at least in the United States, increased Christian participation in political life has brought the same sort of good news mingled with bad. As more and more examples attest, responsible political service by conscientious believers can be a fruitful means of service to the kingdom of God. But as other examples demonstrate, all-or-nothing political partisanship and crassly self-serving political action can overwhelm Christian participants as well as their secular counterparts. Among the first casualties in such political excess is careful use of the mind.

      In a world where pop culture and political strife have joined residual religious reasons for turning aside from responsible intellectual effort, the biblical message that “your mind matters” is more relevant today than when it was first presented. As John Stott underscores in what follows, God’s Word explains clearly what is at stake: “every thought is our prisoner, captured to be brought into obedience to Christ” (2 Cor 10:5 JB). As this altogether helpful book shows, the Bible is full of such admonitions. Stott would have us consider how much this rich vein of scriptural teaching, even as it focuses on the character and work of God, also says about the faithful use of our minds.

       

      Mark Noll

      Francis McAnaney Professor of History,

      University of Notre Dame
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Nobody wants a cold, joyless, intellectual Christianity. But does this mean we should avoid “intellectualism” at all costs? Is it experience, rather than doctrine, that really matters? Many students close their minds with their textbooks, satisfied that the intellect should play little, if any, part in the Christian life. How far are they right? For the Christian, enlightened by the Spirit, just what is the place of the mind?

These are questions of vital practical importance; they affect all aspects of our faith. To what extent, for example, should we appeal to people’s reason in our presentation of the gospel? Does “faith” imply something completely irrational? Does common sense play any part in the Christian’s guidance?

It was with these and other problems in view that the Rev. John Stott gave his Presidential Address at the 1972 Inter-Varsity Fellowship Annual Conference on the place of the mind in the Christian life. This booklet gives the full text of his address. It explains why the use of the mind is so important for the Christian and how it applies to practical aspects of the Christian life. It makes a forceful appeal to Christians to show “devotion set on fire by truth.”
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    What Paul wrote about unbelieving Jews in his day could be said, I fear, of some believing Christians in ours: “I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but it is not enlightened.”1 Many have zeal without knowledge, enthusiasm without enlightenment. In more modern jargon, they are keen but clueless.

    Now I thank God for zeal. Heaven forbid that knowledge without zeal should replace zeal without knowledge! God’s purpose is both, zeal directed by knowledge, knowledge fired with zeal. As I once heard Dr. John Mackay say, when he was president of Princeton Seminary, “Commitment without reflection is fanaticism in action. But reflection without commitment is the paralysis of all action.”

    The spirit of anti-intellectualism is prevalent today. The modern world breeds pragmatists, whose first question about any idea is not “Is it true?” but “Does it work?” Young people tend to be activists, dedicated supporters of a cause, though without always inquiring too closely either whether their cause is a good end to pursue or whether their action is the best means by which to pursue it. An undergraduate from Melbourne, Australia, while attending a conference in Sweden, heard that a student protest had started in his own university. He wrung his hands in dismay. “I wish I were back home,” he cried. “I’d have been in it. What’s it all about?” He had zeal without knowledge.

    Mordecai Richler, the Canadian commentator, has been very outspoken on this issue: “What scares me about this generation is the extent to which ignorance is their armour. If know-nothingness goes on much longer, somebody will yet emerge from a commune having discovered. . . the wheel.”2

    This same specter of anti-intellectualism rises regularly to haunt the Christian church. It regards theology with distaste and distrust. Let me give you some examples.

    Catholic Christians have nearly always placed a strong emphasis on ritual and its proper performance. This at least has been a traditional feature of Catholicism, even if many contemporary Catholics (influenced by the liturgical movement) prefer the simple, not to say the austere. Now outward ceremonial is not to be despised if it is a clear and seemly expression of biblical truth. The danger of ritual is that it easily degenerates into ritualism, that is, into a mere performance in which the ceremony has become an end in itself, a meaningless substitute for intelligent worship.

    Radical Christians, on the other hand, are concentrating their energies on social and political action. The preoccupation of the ecumenical movement is no longer with ecumenicity itself, or with church union schemes, or with questions of faith and order, but rather with feeding the hungry, housing the homeless, combating racism, securing justice for the oppressed, promoting aid programs in developing nations and supporting the revolutionary movements of the underprivileged world. Although the issues of violence and of Christian political involvement are controversial, in general one must pronounce the struggle for the well-being, dignity and freedom of all men a Christian quest. Nevertheless, historically speaking, this new preoccupation owes much of its impetus to the widespread despair of ever reaching doctrinal agreement. Ecumenical activism thrives on the rebound from the task of theological formulation, a task which cannot be avoided if the world’s churches are ever to be reformed and renewed, let alone united.

    My third example is Pentecostal Christians, many of whom make experience the major criterion of truth. Leaving aside questions regarding the validity of what they seek and claim, one of the most serious features at least of some neo-Pentecostalism is its avowed anti-intellectualism. One of the movement’s leaders said recently, apropos of the Catholic Pentecostals, that what matters in the end is “not doctrine but experience.” This is tantamount to putting our subjective experience above the revealed truth of God. Others say they believe that God is deliberately giving people unintelligible utterance in order to bypass—and so humble—their proud intellect. Well, God certainly abases the pride of men, but he does not despise the mind which he himself has made.

    These three emphases—of many Catholics on ritual, radicals on social action and Pentecostals on experience—are all to some extent symptoms of the same malady of anti-intellectualism. They are escape routes by which to avoid our God-given responsibility to use our minds Christianly.

    In negative terms I would like to subtitle this essay “the misery and menace of mindless Christianity.” More positively, I want to try to summarize the place of the mind in the Christian life. Let me survey the field I hope to cover.

    In the second chapter, by way of introduction, I shall marshal some arguments—both secular and Christian—why it is important for us to use our minds. In the third, as my main thesis, I shall describe six aspects of Christian life and responsibility in which the mind occupies an indispensable place. In conclusion, I shall issue some cautions against jumping out of the frying pan into the fire, that is, against abandoning a superficial anti-intellectualism in favor of an arid hyper-intellectualism. I am not pleading for a dry, humorless, academic Christianity, but for a warm devotion set on fire by truth. I long for this biblical balance and the avoidance of fanatical extremes. I shall urge that the remedy for an exaggerated view of the intellect is neither to disparage it, nor to neglect it, but to keep it in its God-appointed place, fulfilling its God-appointed role.
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Why should Christians use their minds? The first reason will appeal to every believer who longs to see the gospel spread and Jesus Christ acknowledged throughout the world. It concerns the power of men’s thoughts to shape their actions. History is full of examples of the influence of great ideas. Every powerful movement has had its philosophy which has gripped the mind, fired the imagination and captured the devotion of its adherents. One has only to think of the fascist and communist manifestos of this century, of Hitler’s Mein Kampf on the one hand and of Marx’s Das Kapital and Thoughts of Chairman Mao on the other. A. N. Whitehead sums it up:
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