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  Stand by the roads, and look,


  and ask for the ancient paths,


  where the good way is; and walk in it,


  and find rest for your souls.


  JEREMIAH 6:16


  



  In grateful appreciation to John Rivera,

  a consistent reminder of “living water”


  


  As the Scripture has said, “Out of his heart

  will flow rivers of living water.”


  JOHN 7:38
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  Foreword


  I am glad to call attention to this book by Mary Poplin of Claremont Graduate University. Is Reality Secular? is a challenge, by an insider, to the secularism that is now assumed, with no significant evaluation, to be the height of intellectual respectability and that dominates the most elevated and most inclusive levels of higher education. From there it pervades professional, social and official life in our world, with effects that severely diminish human aspirations of the type that have traditionally been upheld for humanity by education in the Western world.


  Mary is a person of excellent standing in her own professional field, but also one with an established voice in the discussions of Christ and culture now going on in America. She is a powerful (and much used) speaker who is already well published. The line of argument she develops in this book is vital for the future of education today and tomorrow, both for secularists and for Christians. For secularists, because just being secular does not provide positive guidance in learning or in learning how to live. It is, fundamentally, a negative stance. For Christians, because they have largely been publicly defined out of the “knowledge” business into the “faith” business. Even in their own view, they do not see their beliefs and practices as contributing to the human need for publicly available knowledge necessary for human existence. Thus they do not compete head on, as they should, with what is conveyed by the academy.


  Mary breaks the impasse between secularists and Christians by intelligently reframing the questions that must be asked and answered for thoughtful and honest living today.


  Dallas Willard


  Part 1


  Is Reality Secular?


  Is reality secular?

  Is adequate knowledge secular?

  And is that something that has been established

  as a fact by thorough and unbiased inquiry? Is this

  something that today’s secular universities

  thoroughly and freely discuss in

  a disciplined way?


  Dallas Willard,

  Knowing Christ Today


  1


  Truth and Consequences


  Don’t you believe that there is in man

  a deep so profound as to be hidden

  even to him in whom it is?


  Augustine of Hippo


  



  It can be very dangerous to see things

  from somebody else’s point of view

  without the proper training.


  Douglas Adams,

  The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy


  In a seminar one evening in 2012 the class was discussing texts on secularism, the doctrine that rejects all religious principles in civic life.1 I had posed the questions, Is reality secular? Is it true? One of the seventeen PhD students began a defense of secularism by saying, “Well, setting aside the idea of truth . . .” I venture to guess that there may have been only a couple of other people in the room that realized the gravity of what had just been said.


  Though I said nothing at the time, this comment revealed in an instant how secularism has taken hold, how far it has gone and what have been its consequences. Truth has become an idea rather than a description of reality, and it can be set aside even though seeking truth is or once was the sole reason for the university. Not so many years before, this same phrase might have come from my own lips as I indoctrinated my students into these same ideas.


  Historian Charles Taylor claims that secularism has been the hegemonic master narrative for the last several hundred years in the West.2 Unpacking this popular academic phrase, the term master narrative or metanarrative means the “grand story” around which we build our lives, individually and culturally. These stories may differ by culture, language and individual as well as across time. In the last few decades, metanarratives are believed to be social constructions made by human beings rather than truths to be discovered and believed. Taylor explains that the metanarrative that shaped the West in its ascendency was the Judeo-Christian story of God, man and nature, but that story has been replaced with the “metanarrative of secularism.” It is hegemonic because we are all forced to submit to this reality in public life, whether or not we believe it, and regardless of the fact that it may not be true or in our best interest.3


  In place of the Judeo-Christian story, the current metanarrative promulgated largely by the Western academy and media goes something like the following. After the Enlightenment, and particularly in the twentieth century, we humans finally matured and no longer needed to socially construct God or gods or any supernatural entities to understand our lives or guide our behaviors. We have now evolved enough to go it on our own, armed only with human reason and scientific evidence to steer the course of progress and break away from limiting rules and regulations.


  To hold secular worldviews is considered normal, more “progressive” and “safer” because such worldviews transcend specific faith commitments. These are superior to “religious” worldviews—which are “pre-scientific” or “pre-political” justifications based on faith.4 Robert Bellah, the late respected sociologist of religion, explains the phenomenon: “The meta-narrative that is really the only one intelligible to all well-educated people everywhere in the world is the meta-narrative of evolution.”5 He uses the term evolution in the broad sense of the evolution of ideas, cultures and religious beliefs.


  Secularists have a number of reasonable arguments for avoiding religious worldviews. For example, religious worldview holders believe in a spiritual world not verified by science; they often disagree with one another; they hold to particular universal unchanging moral codes; and they do not limit their understandings of reality to important but insufficient scientific facts about the natural world. Secularism is believed to be the necessary foundation on which to build a peaceful one-world global order—a world that will be run solely on the lessons of science and human reason.


  David Bentley Hart articulates the original hope of our secular faith:


  Part of the enthralling promise of an age of reason was, at least at first, the prospect of a genuinely rational ethics, not bound to the local or tribal customs of this people or that, not limited to the moral precepts of any particular creed, but available to all reasoning minds regardless of culture and—when recognized—immediately compelling to the rational will.6


  Regardless of elite Western culture’s contemporary aversion to faith, all four global worldviews (material naturalism,7 secular humanism,8 pantheism and monotheism) begin with a faith commitment—a belief outside the reach of scientific verifiability. They are simply different faiths. A naturalist’s faith is that all things ultimately can be reduced to material phenomena, including, for example, religious beliefs, the mind, the soul and consciousness. Secular humanists place their faith solely in human reason as the bedrock upon which to build “progressive” consensual social, moral, cultural and intellectual foundations. Pantheist faith lies in an ultimate spiritual reality (e.g., Brahman or Nirvana) that is the substance of all phenomena embedded in an ever-evolving cycle of rebirths or levels of consciousness.


  In the same seminar a few weeks later we had read both the “new atheists” and some form of Christian apologetic. A student exclaimed in a worried tone, “You aren’t going to suggest that Christianity is true, are you? What about Hinduism?” The only honest answer to that question is, if Hinduism is true, we should all become Hindu.


  This exclamation perfectly reveals the second part of the new Western metanarrative, which addresses religious worldviews directly, both pantheism and monotheism. This new narrative contends that if for some reason individuals want or need some other support system for their lives (outside of secular descriptions of reality), they are relatively free to choose privately from among the various existing religions or construct their own understandings of the “spiritual” outside of specific religious commitments, that is, become spiritual and not religious. These various spiritual options are basically similar; they lead more or less to the same place. More important, these are personal choices for our private lives, not to be raised in contemporary public spaces such as government, law, business, education, arts and entertainment, or public media; nor are they to be entertained when running our businesses and going about our public work. They are optional embellishments that may be important to particular individuals, or historically or sociologically interesting, but they are not candidates for knowledge or truth.


  On the other hand, the grand story or metanarrative of the West from the early Middle Ages well into the Enlightenment is the Judeo-Christian story, which was believed to be universally true (and still is for approximately one-third of the world). It is the story of God and “man,” who was specially made in the image of God—“male and female” (Genesis 1:27). It was from this place that Western culture began to flourish—intellectually, socially, economically, technologically and morally. It was here that the great traditions of science, literature, art, music and architecture of the Middle Ages and Renaissance Europe were born. The narrative of this grand story was introduced by the Jews to the world around 1500 B.C. (the time of Moses). The revelations were transmitted orally for many generations before being written as the books of Moses—the Torah, known to Christians as the first five books of the Bible. The biblical revelations depict God’s character as living and active, inviting us to know him and to know ourselves through him. Also in this central narrative are revelations about the natural world, early human history, the uniqueness of human beings (triumphal and fallen), and God’s special provision to redeem humanity and the earth through Christ. Because of the emphasis in Christianity on knowing God, man and nature, monasteries established schools, universities and hospitals9 to understand and apply the true principles around which the universe operates (natural, human and spiritual) and work alongside God to tend the earth and its inhabitants—to become our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers.


  Rather than being one another’s keeper, the tenor of the twenty-first century often feels to many like one of great strife, confusion and contestation. Well-meaning people all over the globe are deeply concerned about our many contentious disagreements and our inability to find common ground, but few understand the differences in worldviews that undergird these clashes in civilizations and families. Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington, in his popular book The Clash of Civilizations, writes that “the twentieth-century conflict between liberal democracy and Marxist-Leninism is only a fleeting and superficial historical phenomenon compared to the continuing and deeply conflictual relation between Islam and Christianity.”10 The new metanarrative about religion, especially prominent since 9/11, is that religion is the primary source of violence in today’s world. Theologian William Cavanaugh challenges this:


  The myth of religious violence helps create a blind spot about the violence of the putatively secular nation-state. We like to believe that the liberal state arose to make peace between warring religious factions. Today, the Western liberal state is charged with the burden of creating peace in the face of the cruel religious fanaticism of the Muslim world. The myth of religious violence promotes a dichotomy between us in the secular West who are rational and peacemaking and them, the hordes of violent religious fanatics in the Muslim world. Their violence is religious, and therefore irrational and divisive. Our violence, on the other hand, is rational, peacemaking, and necessary. Regrettably, we find ourselves forced to bomb them into the higher rationality.11


  Oddly enough, radical Islamic terrorists were not attacking Christianity on September 11, 2001; rather, they were assailing the proliferation and mass dispensation of secular economic and moral norms in Western culture to the rest of the world. Their targets were the World Trade Center towers, the Pentagon and the White House, not the National Cathedral.12 One of the major conundrums of secularism is its naive assumption of neutrality, an un-self-reflective position that makes its superiority seem plausible. But secularism is no more neutral than global Christianity, and it has no fewer contestations inside itself or with the outside world. These two, radical Islam and radical secularism, share a good deal in common—radical intolerance of all other worldviews. As award-winning British journalist Melanie Phillips writes, “The correspondences between Western progressives and Islamists are really quite remarkable. Both are attempting to create utopias to redeem past sins; both permit no dissent from the one revealed truth. . . . Both are giving expression to a totalitarian instinct that involves a wholesale repudiation of reason.”13


  Strangely unnoticed in many analyses is the fact that much of the contemporary upheaval around the world occurs within nation-states. These conflicts often arise from attempts by citizens to import Western ideals of egalitarianism, freedom, justice, democracy, human rights, freedom of conscience, and freedom of religion, speech and assembly, all of which grew out of Judeo-Christianity.14 Part of the secular strategy, conscious or unconscious, has been to rewrite the history of Western civilization without reference to these contributions. Such was the case in the development of the new European Union. Eminent German philosopher Jürgen Habermas came to the defense of Pope John Paul II and Cardinal Ratzinger’s objections to the omission of Christianity in the European documents. Though an atheist, Habermas has written:


  For the normative self-understanding of modernity, Christianity has functioned as more than just a precursor or catalyst. Universalistic egalitarianism, from which sprang the ideals of freedom and a collective life in solidarity, the autonomous conduct of life and emancipation, the individual morality of conscience, human rights and democracy, is the direct legacy of the Judaic ethic of justice and the Christian ethic of love. This legacy, substantially unchanged, has been the object of a continual critical re-appropriation and reinterpretation. Up to this very day there is no alternative to it. And in light of the current challenges of a post-national constellation, we must draw sustenance now, as in the past, from this substance. . . . Everything else is idle postmodern talk.15


  I have a friend who occasionally remarks, “I don’t let that [person, idea, thought] rent no space in my head.” Would that we all knew what it is that rents space in our heads and whether, when we understood it and its alternatives, we would still believe it. If we consciously knew, we could live more awake in the world. James Sire, author of one of the most popular books on worldviews, suggests that “for any of us to be fully conscious intellectually we should not only be able to detect the worldviews of others but be aware of our own—why it is ours and why in the light of so many options we think it is true.”16


  Understanding the relatively straightforward assumptions of the four major worldviews around the globe—naturalism, secular humanism, pantheism and monotheism (represented here primarily by Judeo-Christianity)—makes us less susceptible to the strong ideologies (left and right) of the media, education and government of which we are often not consciously aware. Unfortunately, in today’s culture there is often more indoctrination than education in its broadest sense.17


  As a professor in a secular university who once fearlessly indoctrinated my students (to the left), I am now convinced that for people all around the globe to be well educated they must be acquainted with all the frameworks available from which to think, live and work. No reasonable worldview should be withheld, automatically discounted or ignored; all four major worldviews need to be made explicit. For serious seekers, the truth will vindicate itself. No matter what worldview(s) we may hold or seek to understand, “ideas have consequences,” sometimes colossal and devastating ones, sometimes brilliant and life-enhancing ones.18


  The fundamental concern here is whether one of these worldviews is actually true. Or does some combination of these worldviews more adequately describe what is real? Or should we look for another? Two of the four worldviews currently dominate the West; they are the secular worldviews of secular humanism and material naturalism. The first question before us then will be, is reality secular?


  Philosopher Dallas Willard asks the first of the two most critical questions of the twenty-first century:


  Is reality secular? Is adequate knowledge secular? And is that something that has been established as a fact by thorough and unbiased inquiry? Is this something that today’s secular universities thoroughly and freely discuss in a disciplined way? Certainly not! Nowhere does that happen. It is now simply assumed that every field of knowledge or practice is perfectly complete without any reference to God. It may be logically possible that this assumption is true, but is it true?19


  If there are doubts about reality being secular, the second question emerges: Is Judeo-Christianity or another religious worldview true? These are the guiding questions of this book as we test the assumptions of the four dominant worldviews on earth.


  2


  Confessions of a Professor


  Every story of conversion

  is the story of a blessed defeat.


  C. S. Lewis, foreword to Joy Davidman’s

  Smoke on the Mountain


  Before reading a book, it’s helpful to know exactly where an author stands, how she reached that stance and what her path forward might be. This is now a prerequisite to feminist scholarship. So here is my confession. Though my parents took their four daughters to church nearly every Sunday, once I got to college I walked away, not really knowing exactly what I was leaving behind. The church we attended was already infected with a secularized gospel. My mind and soul were essentially formed by the more pervasive culture of television shows, movies, nightly news, books, magazines, schools and universities of the 1960s and 70s—all resolutely secular.


  I grew up watching soap operas (the soft porn of my childhood) and learned to imagine my personal life within the parameters they set. What could be wrong with having affairs even with married men if they played on all three channels during the day and my mother was watching them? I learned that the most beautiful, bright and elite women were the most daring. These influences inflamed my own selfish and impure desires. Judaic principles claim that what we allow into our eyes and ears forms us.1 Sitcoms depicted men as weak and ignorant, then and now, which reinforced my 1970s fascination with radical feminism. At the time, college environments were also strongly influenced by antiwar, free-love, open-marriage and Marxist movements. All these began to shape my mind and heart and thus the way I began to live my life. Until a few years ago, I saw nothing odd about this; I was a thoroughly postmodern woman.


  Then for various reasons scattered throughout this book, in 1993, after having been awarded full tenure at my university six months earlier, I began to secretly explore and then later to clumsily attempt to follow Christ. Secretly—because I knew this was not going to gain me any status in the secular university that I loved. To be honest, at first my efforts to follow Christ were more of a trial. In my mind I always left open the possibility that this too might be just one more ultimately empty philosophy. I might in a couple of years find myself bored again, tired of it, and convinced that it also was too shallow to make any real difference. I had discarded many such philosophies before.


  By the time I was forty, I was so confused that my panoply of thoughts and ideas often conflicted with one another. When I was conscious of the contradictions, I simply brushed them aside, not realizing (or caring) that there might be an alternative. In retrospect, by the time I was a fully tenured professor, I could not reliably think myself out of a paper bag. Perhaps worse, few people apparently noticed. One brave individual did try to tell me one day—he quipped that if I was half as open minded as I thought I was, my brains would fall out.


  For most of my life, I believed the claims of secularists, and thus I intellectually worked out of the frameworks of secular humanism and material naturalism. I indoctrinated my students into these principles, drawing primarily on the various ever-changing theories emerging from secular humanism. I intentionally excluded any principles founded on religious frameworks except for slipping in a few “spiritual” principles I borrowed from time to time from pantheism. I was a material naturalist and secular humanist by day and a pantheist by night.


  Within these frameworks, I also built my personal life. By the time I had become a professor I was regularly using drugs and alcohol (recreationally, of course), frequenting bars and discos (of all kinds), experiencing bouts of depression (sometimes serious), and watching pornography with my partners. In my better moments, I was serially monogamous. By the time I began to see and long for the life circumscribed by Christ, I had been married and divorced twice and had had two abortions.


  Spiritually, I experimented with any number of pantheist methods, including Zen and Transcendental Meditation, and various manifestations of the New Age movement—feminist theology as well as holistic, whole earth, neo-pagan and Wiccan experiments. These forays revealed my rather desperate attempts to find peace and happiness, a desperation of which I was completely unaware. What I really wanted was power—intellectual, personal and spiritual power.


  My intellectual life was tied up in the various “progressive education movements,” such as radical feminism, post-structuralism, postmodernism, multiculturalism and Marxism (critical theory). My colleagues and I were Marxists by ideology, not by lifestyle. Most “Marxists” in the university are more like Marx and his contemporary apologist Bill Ayers, both of whom lived partially off their capitalist fathers’ fortunes.2 We also were living the good life; were we to be asked seriously to give up our own salaries to equalize things, we would have found another reason to revolt.As ivory tower Marxists, we were not serving the poor like Mother Teresa; we were admonishing the government to help the poor the way we wanted them to be helped (to become revolutionaries). We would of course lead the revolution because we were the intelligentsia.


  Upon his election, Pope Francis echoed his predecessor, Pope Benedict XVI, in his resistance to secularism when he said to the cardinals at his first mass, “If we do not confess to Christ, what would we be? We would end up a compassionate NGO [nongovernmental organization]. What would happen would be like when children make sand castles and then it all falls down.”3 He is making the audacious claim that with Christ real things happen that do not happen when we simply help others without him. This would have been incomprehensible to me until I spent two months at Mother Teresa’s homes in Calcutta.


  In 1996, a year and a half before Mother Teresa passed away, I went on sabbatical to Calcutta to find out what she meant when she said, “Our work is not social work; it is religious work.” My own research focuses on the inside of public school classrooms where the poor and handicapped are educated. I wondered what she might teach me now that I was exploring Christianity. In my mind the trip was a mix of research and adventure.


  Upon my return, I experienced a profound intellectual crisis. I was beginning to speak and write about my experiences in Calcutta, but soon realized that the essence of Mother Teresa and the Missionaries of Charity was incomprehensible from any of the worldviews I had been living and teaching. I could explain what they did but not how or why they did it. I could only tell half the story with secular language; I could not adequately describe their core motivations and had no way to explain the peace and power that accompanied their works.


  How was I going to explain to my world that Mother Teresa and the Missionaries of Charity did not believe the work we admired was their first work? Rather their first work was to belong to Jesus and to pray unceasingly. How was I going to explain that when they tended the most desperate and unlovable person, they believed they were tending Jesus in the distressing disguise of the poor?4 How was I going to explain that her entire ministry was developed around three visions she had of Jesus who spoke to her from the cross?5


  In time I overcame these worries and wrote a book as best I could from her worldview, but when the book was finished my crisis was not fully resolved.6 I could see the outline of the problem but little else. I called the book Finding Calcutta because toward the end of my visit Mother Teresa impressed on me that God did not call everyone to work with the poor or to live like the poor as she and her sisters had been called, but God did call everyone to a “Calcutta.” “You have to find yours,” she commanded, shaking her finger at me. To work myself out of my intellectual crisis, I strategically began to study the worldviews in which I formerly had spent my life and the one for which I now longed. I had found my Calcutta; I was adamant to make sense of this new life as well as to understand better the lure of the old one.


  Admittedly my conversion to Christianity has been a radical one. Biblical descriptions of conversions include the notion of turning one’s mind around 180 degrees—metanoia. Unfortunately, metanoia is translated in English simply as “repentance.” Repentance is an essential but incomplete description of what is involved in metanoia—completely turning around to face in God’s direction.


  Theologian Lesslie Newbigin describes the radical conversion as


  not only a conversion of the will and of the feelings but a conversion of the mind—a “paradigm shift” that leads to a new vision of how things are and, not at once but gradually, to the development of a new plausibility structure in which the most real of all realities is the living God whose character is “rendered” for us in the pages of Scripture.7


  In the West we tend to analyze history in such a way that it looks as though we are always progressing. In the humanities and social sciences, the highest status is granted to those who are progressive (leftist). I prided myself on being among them. C. S. Lewis wisely noted, “If you have taken a wrong turning, then to go forward does not get you any nearer. If you are on the wrong road, progress means doing an about-turn and walking back to the right road; and in that case the man who turns back soonest is the most progressive.”8 I certainly win no prize for the one who turned back soonest; I was forty-one.


  
    3


    Worldviews as Operating Systems of the Mind


    If little else, the brain is an educational toy. . . . While it may be a frustrating plaything, . . . [it] comes already assembled; you don’t have to put it together on Christmas morning. The problem with possessing such an engaging toy is that other people want to play with it, too. Sometimes they’d rather play with yours than theirs. Or they object if you play with yours in a different manner from the way they play with theirs.


    Tom Robbins, Even Cowgirls Get the Blues


    Worldviews are like operating systems on a computer except that they are in our minds, which are far more powerful and efficient than modern computers. Operating systems determine the particular functions on a computer that can be accomplished and the ones that cannot. Worldviews function in much the same way, determining the range of thoughts we will entertain. Computer operating systems are constantly being improved and their glitches fixed by downloading new updates. It is the same with worldviews; we are constantly acquiring new information and experiences that inform our beliefs and can cause us to adjust or change our worldviews (operating systems) altogether.1


    Whatever worldview or worldviews we hold shape what we notice or ignore, how we interpret what we see and experience, how we process information, and ultimately what decisions we will make and how we will act. It is the lens through which we interpret reality and by which we reason. Our actions are stronger indicators of our actual worldviews than our thoughts, feelings or words.


    Worldviews shape what we think is plausible and reject what does not seem plausible. We don’t buy software that was designed for a Mac when we own a PC. Once we buy a machine and the operating system, we have limited our options. Limits are necessary; we all have them else we could not make decisions. We are constantly deciding—this is better than that, or I believe this and not that—though we are sometimes not aware of other options.


    A contemporary example of how different worldviews influence our beliefs and actions is revealed in the debate over abortion. Some believe that the developing embryo is merely a mass of cells, nothing more than a clump of material that can be discarded when unwanted or no longer needed or used to help regenerate spinal cords, heal diseases or make better skin cream for the living (material naturalism). Others believe that the developing embryo is a baby human being, made in the image of God, with intrinsic value and purpose, whose life should be as well protected as any person would be under the law (Judeo-Christianity). Still others believe that abortion is wrong because it breaks the cycle of birth and rebirth; the soul’s karmic journey is interrupted and must begin again (pantheism). Another group simply overlooks these existential issues and pragmatically defends the political position that, no matter what the fetus is, it is the right of the person in whose womb or test tube it lies to decide its future—life or death (existential secular humanism). In some countries the right to decide the fate of a fetus resides not with the mother but with the government (technocracy, another form of secular humanism). I used many of these secular positions to justify my two abortions; once I came to Christ, I began to grieve them.


    Because of mass communication and individual differences, we find every worldview in the midst of every culture. There is as much diversity within a culture as between cultures. James Sire defines worldview in this way:


    A worldview is a commitment, a fundamental orientation of the heart that can be expressed as a story or in a set of presuppositions (assumptions which may be true, partially true or entirely false) that we hold (consciously or subconsciously, consistently or inconsistently) about the basic constitution of reality, and that provides the foundation on which we live and move and have our being.2


    Most of us hold some mixture of assumptions from two or more worldviews; on particular issues we lean to one or the other, even though they may be logically incompatible. For example, years ago I occasionally accompanied a colleague who had a special passion to investigate odd religious movements in Los Angeles; the city gave him endless opportunities. I remember we once ended up at an engineer’s house where quite a number of logically exacting engineers were experimenting with various pantheist practices; some were bending spoons and others walking on coals.


    The Four Dominant Worldviews


    Different authors classify worldviews into various categories. Sources for a variety of approaches are provided in the notes.3 I simply distill worldviews at their most basic level into four major global worldviews—material naturalism, secular humanism, pantheism and monotheism, represented here by Judeo-Christianity. (In chapter 25 is a brief discussion of the differences between Christianity and the monotheisms of Judaism and Islam.) It is generally possible to trace all philosophies, theories and even most practical actions back to one or more of these four worldviews.


    When I stopped trying to write about Mother Teresa so that our secular culture might better appreciate her, I began to realize how differently she would be interpreted from each of the three non-Christian worldviews—material naturalism, secular humanism and pantheism.


    Material naturalism is the belief that all that exists in the world is ultimately reducible to material phenomena. From this perspective, Mother Teresa was just a unique bundle of brain chemistry with particular psychoneural processes acting predictably, prompting her to do what she did. This chemistry fueled her thoughts, decisions, ethics and work.


    Secular humanism is the belief that human beings are alone in the world and must act responsibly by forming their ethics solely from their human experience, human reason and science. From this perspective, Mother Teresa simply decided who she wanted to be and what she wanted to do and garnered the fortitude, determination and self-discipline necessary to do good works.


    Both of these secular worldviews might have added the caveat that it was unfortunate that she clung to the myth of God, which was either an unnecessary genetic residue or neurochemical glitch destined eventually to devolve from human nature (material naturalism) or that she had created this God out of her own unmet needs and unfulfilled desires (Freudian secular humanism) or perhaps that she was just a poorly educated Albanian, in which case Mother Teresa’s religious quirks could be tolerated and excused and, if exotic enough, maybe even celebrated (multicultural secular humanism). Less generously, Marxist secular humanists most likely would suggest, as popular atheist apologist Christopher Hitchens did, that Mother Teresa used Christianity strategically as an “opiate for the poor,” a Marxist phrase meaning to make them happy with their condition.


    Pantheism is the belief that everything in the universe is a manifestation of a universal spirit. From the perspective of this nonsecular worldview, Mother Teresa might be interpreted as a more highly enlightened or reincarnated soul who had a strong spiritual connection to the divine spirit inside all of nature, including human nature. According to pantheists, this spirit is an impersonal life force and not, as Mother Teresa believed, a transcendent personal God, external to her, living and acting in the world, as well as in and through her, hearing and answering her prayers.


    But Mother Teresa was Christian; she believed that she and the Missionaries of Charity were, as she once said of herself, “pencil(s) in God’s hand.” Their first work was to belong to Jesus and to pray unceasingly; from this source they garnered the strength, wisdom and grace to conduct the work we saw and admired—serving the poorest of the poor.


    That Jesus appeared to Mother Teresa in three visions and asked her to do precisely what she did when she left the safe cloister of the Loreto convent simply cannot be considered an admissible fact. It isn’t plausible through the lenses of the secular worldviews. It isn’t part of the Western secular plausibility structure (the set of meanings in a culture that qualify as being possible). Even Westernized Christians often find her visions incredible, acceptable only if interpreted as a personal psychological state, not as a reality.


    Within the orthodox principles of the Judeo-Christian worldview, however, her visions of Christ and obedience to his request are wholly credible. My own conversion began with a very vivid and unshakable dream in which I remembered every detail—sights, sounds, colors, thoughts and feelings. To the pantheist, spiritual transactions such as visions and dreams are also credible, but they are either the result of an impersonal universal spirit or one of a host of deities, not the intentional communication of a personal, all-powerful Creator who hears and responds to prayers.


    Characteristics of All Worldviews and Their Relation to Christianity


    There are five characteristics of all worldviews. First and most consequential, all worldviews begin with faith, a metaphysical belief that cannot be verified using scientific methods. Robert Bellah points out that the Latin word for faith, fides, is more akin to the English term for trust rather than belief.4 Though these faith statements can be argued philosophically, and from evidence we can inductively and deductively hypothesize, none can be proven empirically through scientific methods, including material naturalism. Every worldview begins with faith in something empirically or scientifically unknowable.


    Second, every non-Christian worldview holds within it some principles of the Judeo-Christian worldview. Thus there is an overlap between principles of Judeo-Christianity and those of material naturalism, secular humanism and pantheism.


    Third, there are also principles held by each of these three worldviews that lie outside of the Judeo-Christian worldview, such as the material-naturalist belief that everything that exists is ultimately a material or natural phenomenon. From a Judeo-Christian standpoint, these principles would be considered errors of commission.


    Fourth, there are principles of Judeo-Christianity that lie outside the purview of believers in these other three worldviews. The absence of these principles in other worldviews would be considered by Christians as errors of omission.


    Finally, none of these worldviews is more progressive or modern than the other. They have all existed ever since recorded history. The only real question is, are one or more of these an adequate description of reality?
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  Tracing History up to Now


  What has been is what will be,

  and what has been done is what will be done,

  and there is nothing new under the sun.


  Ecclesiastes 1:9


  Imagine my surprise as I began to read ancient philosophy and religious texts and realized that ideas I thought were wildly progressive had been recorded thousands of years ago. The New Age, New Earth movements are nothing but Westernized ancient pantheist ideas that were better defined five hundred years before Christ than they were in the New Age works I was reading. Plato had suggested that children should be raised by the state, just as Marx and Engels had proposed in their Communist Manifesto, though for different reasons. Although the outward manifestations and consequences of the four global worldviews have differed across time and cultures, their basic principles are ancient.1


  Early representatives of the two secular worldviews, the Sophists and the Skeptics were frequent opponents in the Socratic dialogues recorded by Plato (c. 500 B.C..)2 The Sophists were a group of roving educators who apparently charged large sums of money to teach methods of argumentation to young Greek men—to learn to debate so persuasively that they could make even the worst appear best and the best worst. They prefigured the critical and postmodern theorists of our day who use similar language games, making the familiar appear strange and the strange familiar, in order to turn ideas, social norms and common cultural understandings on their head (secular humanism). Socrates criticized the Sophists for teaching their students to be merely independent thinkers rather than truth seekers. The most lasting idiom from the famous Sophist philosopher Protagoras is that “man is the measure of all things.”3


  The Skeptics, with whom Socrates and Plato also contended, were skeptical of all knowledge or truth claims based on logic or reason (secular humanism). Evidence drawn from the senses was the only allowable criteria for knowledge (material naturalism). Democritus proposed the existence of atoms and that all reality could be reduced to them; thus as early as 400 b.c. we see the emergence of material naturalism.


  The early Hebrew Scriptures (emerging in the second century B.C., though originating almost six thousand years ago and passed on orally from generation to generation) were the first to clearly differentiate mythological gods and various spirits from the one true and living God of creation. The Jews introduced the world to the God who creates and reveals himself to human beings as living and active—not a passive, abstract, mythological deity or simply a series of good teachers, but literally as the ultimate being and substance—“I AM.”


  The Hebrew Scriptures also abound with evidence of monotheistic, pantheistic and atheistic worldviews. Whole people groups, kings and priests bowed down to false gods and idols and consulted mediums, magicians and fortunetellers. Sometimes even Israel’s kings mocked God and worshiped other deities. Frequently the early Israelites were warned that the minds of those who turned to other gods would gradually be darkened and that though they thought themselves wise they would become as fools (1000 B.C.).4


  Paul’s experience in first-century Athens after Christ’s death and resurrection reveals a great deal about first-century worldviews.5 Athens was a multinational and multiethnic city-state where traders and learned men shared knowledge and traded goods around the world; globalization is not new either. Paul writes, “Now all the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there would spend their time in nothing except telling or hearing something new.”6 This description is quite apt for today’s universities, which fashion themselves as the ultimate marketplace of ideas and progenitors of all that is new.


  Paul found the city full of idols. The Greeks had their gods and goddesses, and the foreigners had brought theirs. Monuments and statues had been built for all of them, including one to an “unknown god,” revealing the Greeks’ openness to new ideas. At first, the Athenians were eager to hear Paul because he brought “some strange things to [their] ears.” Having been invited to teach, Paul used their altar to an “unknown god” to teach them about Christ as the fulfillment of God’s revelation and prophecy given to the Jews. Once they heard that this God was not simply one choice among many and that his divine and human son had been crucified and raised from the dead, some were converted but others scoffed.7 The disciples along with large crowds of people had seen and knew that Jesus had died; they had seen him in his resurrected body for forty days. Had he simply died and been buried, we would surely be making pilgrimages to the tomb.


  The Athenians and others were already familiar with Judaism since through the various conquests and captivities the Jews had been scattered throughout Babylon, Rome and then Greece (the Jewish diaspora or dispersion). The Old Testament books of Daniel (600 B.C.), Joel (600 B.C.) and Zechariah (500 B.C.) had predicted the coming Greek encounters. Tertullian (c. A.D. 200), concerned about the co-optation of Judeo-Christianity to the Greek worldview, echoed the earlier biblical predictions and warnings when he asked, what has Athens to do with Jerusalem?8


  In Athens, Paul encountered both Stoic and Epicurean philosophers. Stoics were rigorous and systematic materialists: the god of the Stoics was involved in all of life yet unknowable; life was driven by fate.9 However, they believed that through a highly disciplined life lived according to nature and logic, one could attain perfection. In order to do this, one’s life had to be lived without passions, as the Stoics believed emotions were malfunctions of reason.


  The Epicureans also believed, like the early Skeptics and today’s material naturalists, that knowledge can only be derived from the senses and that the world is made of only atoms. Pleasure (the absence of pain) was the chief purpose of life, which ended with death. They were not quite as hedonistic as the term now implies; they did place high value on simplicity and friendships. Nevertheless, they also lived in morally freewheeling communes seeking the pleasures of a life that they believed was finite. While some believed in gods, they maintained that these gods did not intervene in the world and that man could not have any clear knowledge of them.10


  From the fourth century until the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,11 Europeans and later Americans interpreted the world and their place in it more or less through the grand metanarrative of the Judeo-Christian story.12 Beginning around A.D. 350, schools, hospitals and even civic works began to emerge from European monasteries. Out of the monastic schools emerged the early university with its emphasis on theology and science.13


  A History of Secularism in the Academy


  From A.D. 1100 to the 1800s, Roman Catholics and later Protestants founded most Western universities. In the late 1800s the secular German research university model emerged with its primary emphasis on the application of the sciences to all research. Historian George Marsden details the shift in the nineteenth-century elite Protestant universities in the United States from their denominational heritage to nonsectarian status.14 Until the twentieth century, Christians were founders, presidents, board members and other university leaders. Frequently, presidents were either clergy or theologians, and some even taught the first or last classes of the university curriculum, courses built on the integration of knowledge, theology and the cultivation of right virtues.15 The universities were open to non-Christian faculty, students and theories. Until the late 1800s, most universities, even many of the early state universities, had mottoes, seals and buildings embellished with biblical texts.16 Most universities had regular chapel requirements as late as the 1950s, and graduation ceremonies were essentially religious events.


  Gradually religion was isolated into a separate discipline, no longer the foundation of the university and no longer integrated into discussions across disciplines. Universities became resolutely secular as Marsden describes.


  Eventually, the logic of the nonsectarian ideals, which the Protestant establishment had successfully promoted in public life, dictated that liberal Protestantism itself should be moved to the periphery to which other religious perspectives had been relegated for some time. The result was an inclusive higher education that resolved the problems of pluralism by virtually excluding all religious perspectives from the nation’s highest academic life. . . . [Thus] they tend to exclude or discriminate against relating explicit religious perspectives to intellectual life. In other words, the free exercise of religion does not extend to the dominant intellectual centers of our culture.17


  A similar but perhaps less extreme version of this secularization took place in Roman Catholic universities.18 Catholic colleges and universities have always sought to maintain a strong “Catholic identity,” though that identity has changed over the centuries of secularizing religious knowledge as well. Pope Benedict XVI repeatedly warned the Roman Catholic academy, the clergy and the larger world about the dangers of “aggressive secularism” of the West.19 A century before, Cardinal John Henry Newman had explained the necessity of God in the university.


  Religious doctrine is knowledge, in as full a sense as Newton’s doctrine is knowledge. . . . Truth is the object of Knowledge of whatever kind. . . . Truth means facts and their relations. . . . All that exists, as contemplated by the human mind, forms one large system or complex fact. . . . If there be Religious Truth at all, we cannot shut our eyes to it without prejudice to every kind, physical, metaphysical, historical and moral; for it bears upon all truth. . . . All branches of knowledge are connected together, because the subject-matter of knowledge is intimately united itself, as being the acts and the work of the Creator.20


  Alasdair MacIntyre elaborates,


  Subtract the knowledge of God from our knowledge, either by denying God’s existence or by insisting that we can know nothing of him and what you have is an assortment of different kinds of knowledge, but no way of relating them to each other. We are condemned to think in terms of the disunity of the sciences.21


  Julie Reuben, in an excellent history of the university, notes that throughout the various (secular) intellectual transformations in the Western university, the topic of morality gradually became separated from its religious foundations. She documents the marginalization of the moral conversation as it moved from the central-most place in the university—the president’s office and core curriculum—to theology schools, to liberalized schools of religion, to moral philosophy and ethics, then to science, to sociology and to the humanities; last, it landed, if at all, on the desk of the dean of students. Finally, she says, “the separation of knowledge and morality in American universities” was complete.22 The contemporary trend to inter- or transdisciplinary studies is the secular university’s first attempt to respond to this crisis.


  After the Enlightenment, the place for religious knowledge was increasingly constrained in the university and thus also in public life. The sciences gradually took the honored seat in the university from theology. Science overtook the humanities, and even philosophy began to lose its hold on metaphysics, becoming increasingly restricted to analytic philosophy alone. Theology began to move away from orthodox beliefs and soon became, in theologian Lesslie Newbigin’s words,


  a kind of anthropology . . . the study of an aspect of human experience. . . . It dictated that while the crucifixion of Jesus could be accepted as a fact of real history, his resurrection was a psychological experience of the disciples. . . . Intellectual integrity [after the Enlightenment] required that the Bible must be understood in terms of what is possible for the modern person to believe.23


  Christian theologians in major university seminaries led the way to secularizing Christianity itself. German theologian Rudolf Bultmann was influential in Western theology with his efforts to “demythologize” the life of Christ. Beginning in the 1920s, Bultmann accomplished this by applying the methods of historical criticism.24 He believed that demythologizing Jesus would make him more acceptable to the modern secular mind, to better match the plausibility structure of the contemporary academy. Eta Linnemann was a student of Bultmann’s. After her conversion in 1977 to orthodox Christianity, which essentially ended her academic career, she could no longer support his method and tried to remove her books from the market. Unsuccessful at this, Linnemann eventually wrote a book against the method she had formerly embraced.25 At the end of a day of conversation in 2006 in Leer, Germany, she told me “Mary, never forget this. When I was a theologian, I thought I was a Christian. I was not.” This was not the first time I had been warned that it was not possible to be a Christian in mind alone. Mother Teresa, in her own way, had charged me a few days before I left Calcutta, “You fall more in love with Jesus every day.”


  Dallas Willard also traces how the university effectively divorced Judeo-Christian truths from the domain of knowledge, leaving morality to reside in politics rather than philosophy and theology.26 Judeo-Christian principles were softened and reinterpreted as secular humanism; by necessity this required the elimination and distortion of a good deal of Judeo-Christian knowledge. The scientific method began to claim that it was the sole path to know reality (just as the Skeptics, Epicureans and Stoics had claimed). Truth became limited to those facts that could be scientifically verified. Even the fields of psychology, sociology and anthropology moved themselves out of philosophy and adopted the scientific method to study human social behavior, creating the social sciences.27


  By the twentieth century many were predicting the end of religion—the claims of modernity would replace belief in God.28 However, there is little evidence that this is the case even in the most highly technological cultures.29 Even many countries in Europe are experiencing increases in orthodox Christianity and other religions.30 Eta Linnemann told me in 2006 that if I were to go into any town of any size in Germany I could easily find on-fire evangelical churches.31 The robustness of religion around the world has led philosopher Jürgen Habermas to call our age “post-secular.”32 Still, secularists are overrepresented in popular culture, government, law, media and higher education. Even the religious in these fields have been trained to leave their religious knowledge at home.


  Secularism in Today’s University


  According to the latest Religious Landscape Survey administered by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, over 82 percent of Americans are religious (78 percent are Christian). Another 6 percent say they are religious but unaffiliated, bringing the religious total to 88 percent. Four percent say they are atheists or agnostics, and another 6 percent say they are secularists.33 Despite this, two studies found that only 52 percent of university faculty report that they believe in God and 23 percent identify as atheist or agnostic.34 At the same time, university students are reportedly more interested in spirituality and religion than at any time previously measured.35


  Outside of having a religion department, the only public nod to the religious at the secular graduate university where I have taught for thirty years is an invocation given each year at the annual graduation ceremonies. I presume it has gone on since the college’s founding in 1925. Most of the time, the invocation ranges from a sort of simple reflection to a nondescript prayer given by someone from the chaplain’s office, generally a rabbi, priest or pastor.


  In 2011, the acting Protestant chaplain, who was himself a graduate student in the university and an African American pastor, was invited to give the invocation. He began in his big booming voice belting out, “Almighty God . . .” and ended with an equally strong, “Amen.”36 There was no reference to Jesus. However, this year, for the first time in my thirty-plus years of attending graduations, about half of the audience spontaneously applauded the invocation; some even cheered. After the audience’s apparently rebellious act of applause, it took only a few hours until the faculty and administration received an email from one of our colleagues. The email read:


  Just wondering if anyone else out there finds it surprising that our commencement ceremony opens with a prayer to God. As far as I’m aware, we are not a religious institution, and we respect the right of our faculty, staff, and students to believe as they see fit—which might include the belief in no god at all, in many gods, or in something/someone else I haven’t thought of. Am I the only one who thinks this shouldn’t be happening?


  Within a few days, his email incited thirty-four responses (out of a faculty of fewer than one hundred), most siding to one degree or another with the initial secular inquisitor. One of my colleagues pointed out that this drew more email responses than the several attempts to hold an online discussion thread on the reorganization of the entire university. The president stepped in within a few days with a thoughtfully constructed email to the entire community:


  Diversity, inclusion and fairness have been the values that CGU espouses. We stand for integrity, collegiality and mutual respect too. Though we work and live under circumstances of uncertainty and imperfectness, these are the goals and principles after which we build our university and for which we refine ourselves. In your emails of a diversity of opinions, I have heard your concerns for our university. We are a university that has zero tolerance toward any sort of discrimination including, but not limited to, religion, race or color, and national origin. As your President, I will continue to work with you on both the underlying issues and the questions you have raised in the emails.37


  The quandary in which we all find ourselves becomes obvious here. For example, does zero tolerance apply to the atheist or to the religious? Was the prayer a form of discrimination or an example of diversity? Would allowing or disallowing it have shown collegiality and mutual respect?


  The following year the same pastor gave a vague invocation, which was simply a reflection on the graduates—no prayer, no objections and no applause. In the twenty-first century, we are experiencing secularism in its strongest form thus far in the United States. It seems in the new forms of secularism we are finding it very difficult to tolerate everything.
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