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The Tower of Babel: Modernity built the
tower - now postmodernity must face the
challenge of condemning the "unsafe
structure." 

by Michael Horton
The article is used with permission from the September/October 1995 issue of Modern
Reformation, a superb magazine available from CURE, 2221 East Winston Road Suite K,
Anaheim, CA 92806. 

Our Time is the epithet David Wells attaches to modernity and its postmodern successor.
Princeton philosopher Diogenes Allen declared, "A massive intellectual revolution is
taking place that is perhaps as great as that which marked off the modern world from the
Middle Ages."1 It is a shift that shapes every intellectual discipline as well as the practice
of law, medicine, politics, and religion in our culture. This article will serve as a basic
introduction to a topic that has become paramount in every university discipline at the
present time: the collapse of the modern world-view and its much-hailed successor:
postmodernism. 

Theologian Thomas Oden argues that "modernity" began with the storming of the
Bastille on July 14, 1789 and ended with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, 2 while art
philosopher Charles Jencks decided to be even more specific: It ended at 3:32 p. m. on
July 15, 1972, "when the Pruitt-Ingoe housing development in St. Louis (a prize-winning
version of Le Corbusier's "machine for modern living") was dynamited as an
uninhabitable environment for the low-income people it housed.'3 Obviously a lot of
people have their own opinions about when the shoe dropped, but most agree that it was
fairly recently.

In both of these attempts at fixing a time-line, however, we have a window on the
character of this period we call "modernity." Why did Oden, for instance, choose the
storming of the Bastille as the beginning of the period? The French Revolution was one
of a number of revolutions that sought to remake the world from scratch. Universal
reason, progress, and planning would eventually create the perfect society in spite of the
great costs in terms of genocide as a means to arriving at the gates of Utopia. Not only
economically exhausted, but spiritually weary, the Soviet empire collapsed under its own
weight. It is true that the United States "spent" the Soviet government out of business, but
the spiritual and philosophical issues underlying the collapse are far more significant.



When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, it marked the end of the naive optimism toward
ideological movements. Perhaps Utopia would have to wait after all.

But Jencks also gives us a vista from which to view the identity of "modernity." From the
architectural side of things he reminds us of the silliness of it all. Taking itself far too
seriously, ideology, art, politics, religion, education--everything--was drafted into service
to the Great Idea. Humility has not been a major characteristic of this era, as human
beings have come to believe that they can control the earthly environment and their own
destiny, collectively and individually, through technology, politics, military power, and
science. That is why Jencks saw the demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe housing development in
St. Louis as a marker. 

A "machine for living," this highly-rationalized and carefully-crafted environment
actually ended up being uninhabitable. Ever since the Industrial Revolution, everyone
from scientists to artists tended to view the world in mechanical terms, so that even one's
home could be considered a "machine" that "fixes" social ills. The building's demolition,
like the collapse of the Berlin Wall, marked the end of the "engineered society." Or did
it?

That is the question. Many would argue that modernity has not really ended and that it
has actually accelerated, so that even those who decry modernity the most and wear the
label "postmodern" proudly, are often actually hyper-modern in their outlook. This seems
to make a great deal of sense when, for instance, so-called "postmodernists" fail to realize
that the label itself assumes the idea of progress, one of modernity's cherished dogmas
that has come under sharp fire by postmodern academics.

But what is it? What is modernity and why is there such a reaction to it? Where is the
church in all of this and how does our faith relate to this massive upheaval in human
thought during our own lifetime? Let's begin with the first question: Defining modernity.
Some people think in more visual than conceptual terms (a postmodern influence), so one
way of looking at the modern worldview is to picture Rockefeller Center, city projects,
and tract homes. Each in its own way reveals the modern spirit. Modern architecture
tends to accent order. Driving down some of the major streets in Washington, D. C., one
can see these towers of modernity dominating on either side. Modernity created these
large business-like buildings with little embellishments for a reason. Unlike an old
Victorian town square in the Midwest or a Bavarian village, there is no distinct local
style. One could be in New York, Nairobi, Singapore, or Sao Paulo and have to look at
one's travel itinerary to remember where one is in the morning at the modern hotel. While
many styles throughout history have been primarily regional and distinctive, the modern
style is global, and it is part of a culture that is obsessed with doing business, making
money, selling things, and engineering the New World. The buildings say that.
Tract homes say that, too. Organized, well-planned communities are part of the modern
world-view. Mobility has already uprooted us from our ancestral places, so our new
"communities" are also landmarks of the modern world-view. Each home is basically the
same as the next, convenience being more important than charm.



Others, perhaps less visual, may think of modernity in sociological terms. Having already
mentioned mobility and rapid transportation (which already makes one feel somewhat
rootless), there is also the technological revolution. Neil Postman's Technopoly has
explored this with such fascinating detail and entertaining prose that every reader of this
article should pick up a copy at the next available opportunity. We all assume that
technology is a friend, Postman says, for two reasons. 

First, technology is a friend. It makes life easier, cleaner, and longer. Can anyone ask
more of a friend? Second, because of its lengthy, intimate, and inevitable relationship
with culture, technology does not invite a close examination of its own consequences. It
is the kind of friend that asks for trust and obedience, which most people are inclined to
give because its gifts are truly bountiful. But, of course, there is a dark side to this friend.
Its gifts are not without a heavy cost....It creates a culture without a moral foundation. It
undermines certain mental processes and social relations that make human life worth
living. Technology, in sum, is both friend and enemy.4
Expressing the dissatisfaction with modernity is Sting's "If I Ever Lose My Faith In
You":

You could say I lost my faith in science and progress. 
You could say I lost my belief in the holy church. 
You could say I lost my sense of direction.
I never saw no miracle of science 
That didn't go from from a blessing to a curse. 
I never saw no military solution
That didn't always end up with something worse...

It is the confidence in the machine, in organized labor, management, and distribution; in
science, technology, social and material progress; in consumerism and marketing and in
the strength of economic systems to liberate the human spirit (whether capitalism or
communism). This is a large aspect of what is called "modernity." Let us look at some of
the most obvious features from a more philosophical perspective.

Modernity arose with the triumph of the Enlightenment. The Renaissance and the
Reformation had previously unleashed powerful forces toward liberty, civil rights, the
freedom of the secular spheres to operate independently of the church, and had given
birth to the rise of modern science, education, and universal literacy. However, the
Protestant Reformers were just as insistent as the Roman Church on the importance of
authority. Sola Scriptura (Scripture Alone) meant that the Church could never have the
last word, but that the final place for hearing the voice of God was in the pages of Holy
Writ. Carefully interpreting the sacred text, the church was supposed to appeal to gifted
teachers to instruct the faithful (and all of them, not just the devoted monks and clergy) in
the great truths of the Faith. Individualism was not tolerated, as the Reformers criticized
the many sects of their day for their disregard of the institutional church. However, much
changed when Rene Descartes (1596-1650) put forward his famous formula, Cogito ergo
sum--"I think. Therefore, I am." 



Foundationalism

Devoted to rationalism, Descartes insisted upon absolute philosophical certainty. There
must be a way of knowing things beyond any doubt, Descartes insisted, and therefore he
sought a foundation for grounding all human knowledge. That foundation was universal
reason. Like Plato, Descartes believed that instead of the world shaping the mind, the
mind shaped the world. In other words, when I observe a "dog," I attribute characteristics
of "dogness" that I already have formed in my mind. Immanuel Kant followed Descartes
in this watershed, but was, in his words, "awakened from my dogmatic slumbers" in
rationalism by the British empiricist David Hume (1711-76). Hume insisted that the only
universal foundation for knowledge was empirical observation. While Descartes and
Kant were busy with their rational "ideas" of "dogness," Hume wanted to study the dog
without any presuppositions--starting from scratch, if you will, building his idea of
"dogness" from the dog itself instead of the other way around. Kant's later work,
therefore, blended rationalism and empiricism. For instance, he argued that there were
two realms of knowledge: the "noumenal" and the "phenomenal." To the former class
belongs faith, since he believed that it could not be rationally or empirically
demonstrated. Much of philosophy and especially science, however, belong to the
phenomenal realm, since they rested on evidence or deductions that had something to do
with reason or observation. 

Kant went on believing in God and some aspects of his pietistic upbringing simply
because he could not conceive of the possibility of morality apart from such a
presupposition. If we must live as if God exists, then he most likely does, said Kant. But
from then on, faith would be regarded as outside the realm of rational inquiry. It would
become a synonym for "blind leap." In fact, Lessing spoke of his own wrestling with the
question of faith and reason in terms of a "ditch" that was widening before him. Hume at
least had the temerity to suggest that there was no such thing as this "noumenal" business.
"Knowledge"--if that word means anything at all--cannot include mystical leaps or a
priori judgments. It must be based on empirical observation, and if in our universal
experience we know that resurrections simply do not occur, then it would be foolish to
make room in our thought for such a preposterous possibility of that having happened in
first-century Palestine. He was rigorously consistent, except when he applied his own
empiricism to his own beliefs. Christianity could not be true-not because its historical
truth-claims had been falsified-but because miracles simply do not happen. In other
words, it was a presupposition, an a priori assumption: the very thing Hume abhored.
To simplify, there are two major effects of this shift: First, Enlightenment rationalists and
empiricists both claimed the possibility of absolute certainty. Either by deduction
(rationalism) or by induction (empiricism), the knower could attain certitude. This gave
modern men and women a tremendous confidence--indeed, arrogance--in their powers to
rebuild the world from scratch on a universal foundation of knowledge. Even religion,
now, could be explained in terms of the "universal ideas" that are common to them all.
The result was the modern university's "religion department," where Christianity,
Buddhism, and fern worship are all studied "comparatively" in order to find the common
threads. Those common threads, of course, are simply part of the universal reason that



underlies foundationalism. Postmodernism, as we will see, is doing us a favor by
dismantling this approach by calling into question that possibility of some grand
explanation above these other explanations. Christians believe that biblical revelation is
the grand explanation (in postmodern parlance, the "metanarrative"), not merely the best
religious expression of natural religion. 

Second, foundationalism made the individual self central. The rationalist, born out of "I
think, therefore, I am," made the knower the center of the universe. My own individual
mind is competent to form ideas of what the world is like. Like an ice-cube tray, my ideas
could provide a secure grid for understanding everything--apart from revelation or the
church. The empiricist at least turned the focus from the subjective knower thinking and
chasing its tail in one's own mind to the observable world outside. Gravity is a reality
apart from the mind. It is not merely an "idea" the mind imposes on reality, but the nature
of reality itself, and the only way we can come to know that reality is by adjusting our
ideas to suit the nature of the case. Nevertheless, it was still the knower who was central,
and revelation, tradition and community were simply not factors in the modern
experiment.

One can see how this led to related ideas that have been remaking our civilization for the
last three centuries. First, there is the notion of "progress.' 

Progress

The roots of this modern idea actually reach back into the Middle Ages. Joachim of
Fiore, an imaginative monk, wrote a commentary on The Revelation that enjoyed
widespread popularity--except among the clergy, and for good reason. It was heretical.
The Age of the Father (Old Testament) was superceded by the Age of the Son (New
Testament), and at any moment the Age of the Spirit would dawn. In this age, there
would be no need for the Bible, sacraments, or the church, and Joachim's Gnostic bent
becomes obvious here. The Anabaptists picked up on this influence at the time of the
Reformation, challenging the Reformers for "chaining" the Holy Spirit to a book, water,
bread and wine, and an institution called "the church." Instead, they insisted that they
themselves represented the Age of the Spirit and were prophets of the New World. 
Petrarch, a Renaissance mystic, also picked up on this idea and predicted the soon arrival
of this age when all of the world's religions would be united. One can see the idea of
progress in this scheme. Of course, much of modernity is simply a bastardization of
Christianity. After all, the Christian view of history makes the idea of progress possible.
In Eastern Religion, history is cyclical, anchored in reincarnation. But in biblical religion,
it is linear--always looking forward. Eve looked forward to the fulfillment of the promise
of a Messiah, as did the patriarchs and prophets. Even after Christ's advent and ascension,
we are still looking forward to the Second Coming, final resurrection, the restoration of
creation, and eternal life with God. The triumph of evil lies in the future: this is a
Christian hope. But modernity hijacked the idea, and instead of waiting for God to act, it
decided to usher in the Consummation by substituting redemption with progress.



The plot thickens with the arrival of G. F. W. Hegel (1770-1831), who pushed Joachim of
Fiore's vision of an Age of the Spirit to the limits. Although still claiming to be a
Christian who was making the faith relevant to an increasingly skeptical modern age,
Hegel's idea of God was "the Absolute." The evolution and progress of history was God!
It was the Spirit triumphing over matter, good winning out over evil. And the way history
made its route toward Utopia was in a zig-zag pattern, from thesis, to antithesis (its
opposite) and finally synthesis.

To adopt this confidence in progress, one has to presuppose that human nature is
basically good, and this the moderns did without difficulty. Evil structures and
institutions are to blame, and Rousseau's "noble savage" is captured in Gaugin's famous
paintings of Tahitian natives. Rousseau once wrote, "Savage man, when he has dined, is
at peace with nature, and the friend of his fellow creatures....The case is quite different
with man in the state of society....Nature made man happy and good, and society
depraves him and makes him miserable."5 It is this world-view that gave birth to twins
who, in spite of their Cain-and-Abel rivalry, were both deeply shaped by this outlook:
Marxism and Capitalism. Economic structures would liberate the human spirit and bring
progress until finally evil would be vanquished. Whether the proletariat or the "Invisible
Hand of the Marketplace," modernity would achieve Utopia. A devote to Hegel and a
great admirer of the Anabaptists, Karl Marx (1818-1883) believed that history was
moving toward the abolition of church and state. Of course, this would first have to be
achieved by its very opposite: totalitarianism, but this fit perfectly within a Hegelian
framework. Even capitalism, Marx believed, was a positive development toward the
ultimate end of communism. 

Opposites attract. When the "prophets" are filled with "holy zeal," even genocide may be
necessary to achieve the proper ends. It was not Stalin, but Rousseau, who declared,
"Mankind will have to be forced to be free." Order will not just "happen," and the modern
age is obsessed with order, from totalitarian regimes to the planning of communities of
tract homes. The enlightened prophets always know best, and however much they
rebelled against the tyranny of the church and wars of religion, far more bloodshed and
anguish followed on the heels of their apocalyptic dreams.

It was this basic orientation that inspired the prophets of the modern world in Europe and
America. In the United States, pragmatism was promulgated by William James (1842-
1910). In a modern world, where the machine is the key paradigm, whatever works is the
test of truth. John Dewey (1859-1952), father of modern education, Sigmund Freud
(1856-1939), father of psychology, and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), father of
sociology, developed entirely new disciplines based on the modern world-view and its
spirit of independence from religion and authority. Charles Darwin (1809-1882) seemed
to provide modernity with the proof for its experiment in progress with his Hegelian
version of biological evolution. These disciplines would provide certainty at last and
serve humanity in the goal of universal knowledge and progress. Where theology once
provided the "big picture," a unified way of viewing distinct disciplines, fragmentation
began to take place in understanding the world and the self. Friederich Schleiermacher
(1768-1834), the father of modern liberal theology, attempted to reconcile Christianity



with modernity, but in the process left the church with nothing to say that was not being
said (almost always sooner) by everybody else. Truth is found by looking within,
Schleiermacher argued, in the feelings rather than in revelation. 

Individualism

With the self (i.e., the "knower") at the center of the universe, modernity attacked
authority, institutions, tradition, and community and instead set up its own
authoritarianism, centralized bureaucracies, marketplace whims, and individualist tastes.
Unfortunately, much of the orthodox Christian response to all of this has been to either
conform in the interest of "relevance," or to simply react and bury one's head in the sand
as if the Enlightenment had never happened. Whatever his failures in terms of coming
fully to an orthodox position, Karl Barth (1886-1968), himself a liberal who became
disenchanted with modernity, launched the most unrelenting barrage of artillery against
modern liberalism since the triumph of modernity itself. Alexander Pope had declared,
"The proper study of Man is Man." But Barth recoiled at this idea he had once happily
embraced. Humanity is not at the center, Barth insisted; God is at the center, and we do
not learn the truth about him, about ourselves, or about redemption, from either deducing
things from our rational "ideas" or by observation of the natural world. Christianity does
not simply echo the best in the world's religions, united by "universal reason" or
"universal experience": It totally contradicts reason and experience. We don't find God,
Barth demanded, but God finds us. 

We can understand the over-reaction, but it was an over-reaction. While Barth was
correct to insist upon the God-centered character of revelation and redemption, Romans 1
and 2 especially seem to point us in the direction of recognizing that even unbelievers can
have true knowledge of God apart from biblical revelation. The problem is that they
supress the truth in unrighteousness. The last thing Barth should have done, in this
writer's opinion, is to have attacked modernity by standing on its foundation, established
by Kant. Barth accepted the idea that faith was opposed to reason and in this acceptance
of a key tenet of the Enlightenment, he could not refute the most fundamental problem
between Christianity and the modern world.

Individualism, pragmatism, order, progress--all built on the supposedly universal
foundation of reason and experience: These became the warp and woof of modern
existence that reigned unchallenged until recently.

Even as they were building the Tower of Babel, many of its architects were aware that
something was missing. Marx declared, "All that is solid melts into the air" in the modern
world, and Nietzsche spoke of a "weightless" existence following the "death of God."
Yeats poetically announced, "Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; Mere anarchy is
loosed upon the world." Barth remarked, 

The new thing in Nietzsche was the man of "azure isolation," six thousand feet above time
and man; the man to whom a fellow-creature drinking at the same well is quite dreadful



and insufferable; the man who is utterly inaccessible to others, having no friends and
despising women; the man who is at home only with eagles and strong winds;...the man
beyond good and evil, who can only exist as a consuming fire.6
More than anything else, the Enlightenment was an adolescent's rebellion against his
parents' religion. Colin Gunton observes, "The distinctive shape of modernity's
disengagement from the world is derived from its rebellion against Christian theology. In
that sense, there is something new under the sun. Modern disengagement is
disengagement from the God of Christendom."7 

This is why Vaclav Havel warned that the foundation of the West is exactly the same as
that of the East, and our future is their present: "I believe that with the loss of God, man
has lost a kind of absolute and universal system of coordinates, to which he could always
relate everything, chiefly himself. His world and his personality gradually began to break
up into separate, incoherent fragments corresponding to different, relative, coordinates."8
This makes the breakdown in a coherent theological system within evangelical
Christianity (the part of Christendom that at least claims to still be clinging to the historic
faith) all the more serious.

Postmodernism

It is against this backdrop that a tidal wave of criticism has broken on the shores of the
once-cheerful beaches of "enlightenment." After two world wars "to end all wars,"
existentialism began to turn on modernity with a vengeance. Confidence was lost in the
project, and no longer was Utopia seen as an attainable goal. Perhaps suicide is the best
way out, Sartre declared. 

But those who have opted for less terminal solutions include Jacques Derrida and a host
of "postmodern deconstructionists" who have wed Marxist ideas to existentialist despair.
Ironic, isn't it? That architects of modernity (Marx, Freud, James, Dewey, et. al.) would
be regarded as offering solutions to the problems they helped to create is a sign of our
bankruptcy. Where does our culture go for answers? Derrida, Lyotard and other
deconstructionists have argued that we are all involved in "language games," and that
Nietszche was correct in his assertion that all human intercourse is part of the "will to
power." Language, we are told, is an instrument of cleverly disguised oppression, and this
has been most fully exploited by academics interested in advancing various forms of
Marxist ideology (Liberation Theology, feminism, etc.). Words do not really mean
anything in themselves, but in reading between the lines we can at least anticipate the
next move of our opponent. Called the "hermeneutic of suspicion," deconstructionism
maintains that there are no norms for meaning and human language.

The idea of progress, too, has taken some serious hits in recent decades. However, the
idea that evil institutions are responsible for corruption rather than sinful human nature
and the possibility of engineering a good society through pragmatism and ideology dies
hard. It is difficult to determine whether "postmodernism" is actually "modernism" at
warp speed. Whether you are a student taking upper-division philosophy or a homemaker



trying to figure out why the ground seems to be moving right underneath you while you
are trying to raise your kids, this topic is terribly relevant. In order to be disciples of our
Lord, we must be as wise as serpents and as harmless as doves. Before we can "take
every thought captive to the obedience of Christ" (2 Cor 10:5), we must first have
thoughts and attempt to understand other thoughts out there that present themselves as
rivals. This is not easy to do, of course, but neither is any other aspect of our discipleship.
Conversion does not give us an instantly renewed mind any more than it provides us with
an instant victory over our sinful affections or actions. Our marriage to Christ, like an
ancient marriage between princes of allied nations, is a declaration of war on all that
would oppose the peace, liberty and advancement of Christ[[Otilde]]s kingdom. May we
be given the grace and the resolve to "gird up the loins of [our] minds" (1 Pt 1:13, KJV),
in this age of unprecedented challenges and opportunities. 
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books, including The Agony of Deceit, Made in America: The Shaping of American
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Part II 
Where Now? Suggestions for the Way
Forward 

by Michael Horton



Culture wars have set cultural conservatives against cultural liberals, those who support
"Judeo-Christian" principles against "secular humanists." However, as these articles have
attempted to show, the convulsions are much deeper beneath the crust of politics,
morality and entertainment. By ignoring these deeper issues, the techtonic plates beneath
our civilization continue to shift while we chase the ambulances and try to rescue victims
here and there.
Before proceeding, it is essential that we understand that however valiantly we may be
engaged in "culture wars," we are certainly not offering any serious challenge to
secularism. If, as we have seen, secularism is really worldliness and that form of
worldliness that we call "modernity," then contemporary Christians conservatives as well
as liberals--are almost equally culpable. Contrary to popular sentiments, recent
evangelical efforts at combatting secularism are not having any long-term success in
pulling the culture out of its determined course toward a new dark ages. We may think
that our conservative activism is an attack on secularism, but evangelical Christianity is
as captivated by modernity as liberal Protestantism. Let me offer some examples.

Relativism and Fragmentation 

If modernity is architecturally illustrated by a ten-story granite federal building, a
government housing project and tract homes, postmodernism is archtecturally symbolized
in the average shopping mall. Instead of order, unity and planned conformity, the mall
celebrates conflicting styles. One store looks nothing like the one next to it, in contrast to
the old malls built in the `60s and `70s, where only the sign distinguished the department
stores in a mall. As Peter Fuller put it, "The west front of 
Wells Cathedral, the Parthenon pediment, the plastic and neon signs of Caesar's palace,
Las Vegas, even the hidden intricacies of a Mies van der Rohe curtain wall: all are
equally `interesting.'"1 
But is this not the approach that many evangelical Christians take to truth as well? What
happens, for instance, when questions about worship style are raised? Bach's "St.
Matthew Passion" and Kendrick's "Shine, Jesus, Shine!" are both equally `interesting.'
One may attend a successful Wesleyan, Lutheran, Reformed, Pentecostal, Baptist, Roman
Catholic, mainline liberal, conservative evangelical, charismatic or non-charismatic
service and find the same sermon and Òworship experience." That is not because the
Spirit has breathed some new unity into his fragmented body, but is itself a part of the
fragmentation of the age. In other words, there are no doctrinal or liturgical distinctives
anymore precisely because few of these churches take such things seriously. It is not the
unity of the Spirit, but the unity of the marketplace, that has determined the homogeneity
of these groups. They are all patterning their preaching, worship and outreach to the
consumer trends. When it comes to morality, some of these leaders will happily employ
Allan Bloom's Closing of the American Mind, apparently unaware that the author's
arguments against the "dumbing down" of the nation in the interest of peace, harmony
and "sensitivity" is precisely the same trend one observes in these successful churches
today. 



Human-Centered Orientation & Belief in Human
Nature 

Here, Karl Barth's criticisms of Protestant liberalism sound like the criticisms we often
make of contemporary evangelicalism. The tendency of the human heart is toward
Pelagianism--the ancient heresy of self-salvation. We believe in ourselves and in our
potential to "pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps." Eighty-six percent of America's
evangelical Protestants believe that in salvation, "God helps those who help themselves,"
and seventy-seven percent of evangelicals believe that humans are, by nature, basically
good. This means that the great majority of evangelical Christians in this country are, in
ancient terms, Pelagian, and in modern terms, secular. The irony of the evangelical attack
on "secular humanism" was indelibly stamped on my mind when Robert Schuller
suggested to me that we work together in confronting a common enemy: secular
humanism. This from the man who said that the Reformation erred because it was God-
centered rather than human-centered.
From this human-centered orientation, we see the flowering of a human-centered diet in
preaching and Christian discourse. For instance, the average Christian bookstore is
dominated by books on the horizontal dimension of life: "Christian" tips on self-esteem,
recovery, child-rearing, personal fitness, happiness, success and political victory.
Replacing theology with ethics and Christ with moralism was once the thing that liberals
did best. Even evangelism--the place where one might expect a thoroughly God-centered,
Christ-centered message--is often couched in human-centered language: "Here's what
God will do for you if you say `yes.'" I am expecting one day in the not so distant future
to hear an evangelist promise, "Try God. And if you're not completely satisfied, simply
return the unused portion for a full refund." Everything, from the Law to the Gospel, is
"sold" for its usefulness to the "buyer," not because the Law is the expression of God's
personal character and the Gospel the expression of his saving intention. 
The "Me Generation" is now in power, in Washington, D. C., where rebellion against
authority and tradition have now taken on a more respectable aura than the campus
revolutions of the `60s. The evangelical activists have emphasized this `60s-rooted
rebellion, but what they fail to realize it seems is the fact that the evangelical movement
itself is a massive rebellion against authority (creeds, confessions, the institutional
church, church discipline, etc.) and tradition (theology, liturgy and classic hymns). While
James Dobson might remind us of the disastrous effects of Stanford's radical student
cheer, "Hey, hey, ho, ho, Western civilization has got to go," the same tradition of our
western religious inheritance in the ancient church and the Reformation is being
cheerfully thrown out of the conservative evangelical churches. And why? For the same
reason the radicals disdained the rest of western culture: It is old. It is "irrelevant,"
"impractical," "constraining" and "confining." It does not allow us to "express ourselves"
in freedom. The same sentiments that lead liberals to abandon "traditional values" leads
conservatives to abandon "traditional worship." Recently I was reading through some
church growth literature and under the section on "values," a number of the
megachurches stated that, at the top of the list, "We value individualism and personal
expression. We don't want to tie people down to doctrines, rituals and rules." 



The "therapeutic revolution," as Philip Reiff called it, transformed the mainline churches
into Freudian or Jungian citadels, but now evangelicals are pop-psychology's greatest
admirers, and this just at the time Newsweek announces the passing of the latest trend in
banality in a cover story, "The Cult of Self-Esteem." Liberalism--or, more broadly,
secularism--is always carried out with the best of intentions by spiritually-motivated
people. In Germany, liberalism was championed by those (mostly pietists) who sought to
make Christianity relevant by recasting it in modern terms. It was called "evangelism"
and "apologetics," but it was secularism just the same. Modernity's narcissistic self-
preoccupation is alive and well in the evangelical community. If the evangelical activists
can lament the ascendency of the "Me Generation" in Washington, surely the rest of us
can also lament the ascendency of the "Me Generation" in the leadership of the
evangelical movement.

The Power of Pragmatism 

William James, the father of America's unique philosophical contribution, pragmatism,
belongs to "modernity," and yet "postmodern" philosophers such as Richard Rorty have
revived him for their project. Once again, "postmodern" may simply mean "modernity" at
warp speed. Peter Fuller writes, "Postmodernism knows no commitments: it takes up
what one of its leading exponents, Charles Jencks, once called a `situational position,' in
which `no code is inherently better than any other.'"2 That is why the College de France's
report on French education summarized the problem thusly: "We live in the age of
feelings. Today there is no more truth or falsehood, no stereotype or innovation, no
beauty or ugliness, but only an infinite array of pleasures, all different and all equal."3
William James himself said that the test of a truth is "its cash-value in experiential
terms." 
But before we get too high-and-mighty, we must realize that this is the prevailing
sentiment in the churches, whether conservative evangelical or liberal Protestant. The
charismatic movement is not founded on a revolutionary exegesis of relevant biblical
passages; it is simply in step with modernity and postmodern intensification of pragmatic
sentimentalism. Even in conservative circles one gets the impression that churches are
"all different and all equal." Whether one is a Roman Catholic "Òevangelical" or a
Baptist or Pentecostal "evangelical," all that matters is the feeling, the experience, of
being "born again." This is not a new Age of the Spirit; it is the Spirit of the Age. 
The church growth movement is impervious to criticism on theological grounds because
it justifies everything on the basis of "whatever works." If an evangelist is successful or if
a movement (the Vineyard, Promise Keepers, whatever) is "working" and its publicity
can reflect that, what more do we need? Modernity has turned us into creatures of the
marketplace, where consumer trends dictate our surroundings, and this is as true for the
churches these days as it is for shampoo and automobiles. 

Progress over Providence 



Ziggy Marley, the Reggae singer, asks Americans, "Tomorrow people, where is your
past? Tomorrow people, how long will you last? A people with no past have no future."
Ever since the Enlightenment, the tendency has been to look backward in disgust and
forward in anticipation. Do evangelicals reflect this influence of modernity?
In biblical religion, God is guiding history to its appointed end, but the danger is to
confuse divine providence with human progress. The many advances of modernity,
technological, scientific and economic, have given the mistaken impression that we are
advanced beyond our ancestors in wisdom and truth. But the existence of microwaves
does not guarantee that the people operating them are not adolescents in the realm of true
wisdom and knowledge. We are barraged with information, and this gives us the illusion
that we are better-informed, but even as technology gives us this ability we are losing our
intellectual, moral and spiritual ability to distinguish worthless information from genuine
knowledge. 
Gnosis over Scripture
In our last issue of modernReformation, we focused on Gnosticism and its revival in this
postmodern era. In its denial of place, tradition, authority, time and history, modernity
has predisposed us sociologically for this heresy. At the same time as it was reacting
against the sterile intellectualism of the Enlightenment, nineteenth century Romanticism
was the precursor to postmodernism. As Roger Lundin observes, "Long before
Wordsworth, Blake, or Emerson began to tout the virtues of imaginative inwardness,
Protestant radicals had eagerly championed the Christ who dwells exclusively in the
human heart."4 But now it is the evangelicals, not the Protestant liberals, who make this
their cardinal doctrine. Schleiermacher, the father of modern liberalism, urged people to
"turn from everything usually reckoned religion [i.e., doctrine, liturgy, Word and
sacraments], and fix your regard on the inward emotions and dispositions, as all
utterances and acts of insired men direct."5 But now this sentiment would characterize
the average evangelical sermon, praise song or conversation. 
What surprise, then, it would be to most evangelical brothers and sisters to learn that this
"super-spirituality" is actually an effect of "modernity" and the secularization of the
church! Religion in this age is something that is concerned with what happens within, not
with what happened outside of our hearts, in real history. Nor is an external Word
superior to the inner light, the direct experience, the personal relationship with God. 
In short, if evangelicals are going to really challenge secularism, they are going to have to
repent of their own accomodations to modernity in the form of the church growth
movement, the recovery movement, and the movement-mentality in general. Christ
founded a church, not a movement, and the very idea of "movement" has its origin in
modernity. Having said this, what are we to do after we have recognized our worldliness?
In the remainder of this article I want to suggest some positive ways forward.

A New Openness to the Supernatural 

The eclectic smorgasbord of spirituality and superstition that the Apostle Paul saw in
Athens is very much part and parcel of our postmodern condition. Nevertheless, at least
people--including academics--are now actually showing some interest in religious
explanations that were once regarded as inadmissable in the court of human inquiry. 



"Blind watch-maker" deism may work when the universe is viewed as a machine which,
once built and started, runs under its own power. But that world-view has passed.
Scientists now see the cosmos as always changing, constantly in flux, and that dynamic
character appears chaotic. Instead of being like a machine, it is like a modern symphony,
where at certain points the orchestra seems to be out of control. But in reality each
musician is closely following the notes printed on the page, composed by one artist and
directed by another. In other words, science is demonstrating every day the impossibility
of the odds that such observable "randomness" and "chaos" could actually be unchecked
without the slightest accident destroying us all in a variety of ways. That is why Einstein
said, "I do not believe that God plays dice with the universe." If there is a God, he is
directly involved in every detail of our existence: That is the great news that science
offers to believers in this present day. Deism is simply not an option, at least in theory,
and that is very good news.

Common Sense Realism 

The only philosophical school during the Enlightenment that opposed "foundationalism"
(the belief in one universal basis for truth, whether rationalism or empiricism) was
Thomas Reid's Scottish Common Sense philosophy. We do not need absolute
philosophical certainty, Reid said, in order to come to reasonable conclusions. Although
we all operate with certain presuppositions about the way things are, experience teaches
us that we are constantly reassessing those assumptions in the light of reality. There is a
real world independent of the mind, Reid insisted, and it exists whether we understand it
or not. Thus, he retained objectivity while allowing for the subjective aspects in arriving
at knowledge that experience requires and postmodernism now holds so dear.
Because of its non-foundationalism (i.e., it does not require absolute certainty and makes
room for presuppositions, which are re-evaluated in the light of experience), I am
convinced that this is the epistemological way out. Postmodernism, for all of its diversity,
is united in its repudiation of "foundations" and "certainty." But that does not necessarily
lead to relativism. Even Reid acknowledged that we must settle for more modest
successes. One of the most influential philosophers of our time, Willard V. O. Quine,
compares knowledge to a spider's web. "A conflict with experience at the periphery
occasions re-adjustments in the interior of the field."6 Similarly, Thomas Kuhn's The
Structure of Scientific Revolutions, itself responsible for a revolution of sorts in the
academic community, argues that science advances not simply by accumulating facts, but
by constructing paradigms--that is, "big picture" ways of viewing the whole collection of
puzzle-pieces. Is this not pure relativism? Not necessarily, since one piece that does not
fit can cause us to radically alter our paradigm or "big picture." This is all that Christians
need in order to make their case. One historical fact--the Resurrection of Christ--upsets
the entire world-view of modern and postmodern men and women. As long as one event,
one piece of information of enormous magnitude can be always allowed to overthrow a
reigning world-view, Christianity has enough epistemological room in which to make its
case.
As Nancey Murray McClendon puts it, `The criterion of truth is coherence."7 Does it
hold together? Although we might prefer a correspondence theory of truth to a coherence



theory of truth, postmodern epistemology does leave the crack in the door open far
enough for us to demonstrate that non-Christian ways of thinking do not hold together;
they do not conform to the coherence theory of truth, but are internally contradictory.
Having accomplished this, however, what are we to put in its place? Presuppositional
apologetics (Gordon Clark and especially Cornelius Van Til and his successors) is at its
best in exposing the incoherence of non-Christian thought. However, we need something
sturdier to put in its place than, "Now that you know that you are operating with circular
reason, why not accept our circle instead of yours?" After all, to the question, "How do I
know that the Bible is the Word of God?" the presuppositionalist answers, "Because it
says that it is the Word of God."
A recovery of Common Sense Realism, which once reigned in American Reformed and
Presbyterian circles, would allow us to meet the challenges of postmodernism while at
the same time resisting the naive pure "foundationalism" that has no credibility in any
reputable faculty. 

A New Openness to Tradition 

Postmodernism also respects the idea of tradition that modernity has been consistently
assailing. To be sure, we obtain knowledge from tracking satellites and testing
experiments in a lab, but we operate every day with assumptions about the way
everything fits together. Everyone has a working hypothesis, a world-view, that is more
or less thought-through. Unlike extreme empiricists, we must acknowledge that there is
no such thing as a theory-independent "fact," but unlike the rationalists, we should realize
that the facts we observe are not merely inventions of the mind, but are somehow
descriptive of the way things really are out there. As long as we acknowledge our
presuppositions and test them by common sense rules of analysis, we do not have to
become relativists. As philosopher of science, Michael Polanyi, described his purpose,
"[It] is to achieve a frame of mind in which I may hold firmly to what I believe to be true,
even though I know that it might conceivably be false."8 Colin Gunton even compares
this favorably to Calvin's notion of "certainty."9 If Christianity can be demonstrated to be
true, it must be at least conceivably possible for it to be false. One is not a fool to
embrace the Resurrection without knowing all the facts, but is certainly foolish to
embrace it in clear opposition to facts. 
The truth-claims of Christianity are historical rather than scientific,and this means that
the way one tests the Resurrection claim, for instance, is not with a microscope and
repeatable experiments, but the same way a historian or lawyer would investigate the
claims of any past event. Nevertheless, there are some parallels that may help us think
through our witness in this age. John Polkinghorne, a leading Cambridge physicist who
has written a good deal on the relation of science and Christianity, writes, "Science has
not been immune from the acid attack of the hermeneutics of suspicion, so characteristic
of the thought of the last hundred years. Yet it is from the sidelines that these sceptical
voices are raised. Very few of those actually engaged in scientific work doubt that they
are learning about the actual pattern and process of the physical world."10 What is called
for, says Polkinghorne, is the realization that both science and religion require the
existence of facts and the interpretation of those facts:



Because we can only approach reality from some initial point of view, experience and
interpretation are inevitably intertwined. We cannot escape from the hermeneutical circle.
In Paul Ricoeur's words: "We must understand in order to believe but we must believe in
order to understand. The scientist commits himself to belief in the rationality of the world
in order to discover what form that rationality takes....The possibility of error is a
necessary element of any belief bearing on reality...To withhold belief on the grounds of
such a hazard is to break off all contact with reality."11

Conclusion

The postmodern person is a disenchanted modernist. He or she is convinced that human
reason and cleverness cannot achieve universal happiness and is cynical toward political
or ideological grand-standing. There is no hope in utopian movements, either liberal or
conservative; communitarian or democratic. Fragmentation is prized over a rational,
ordered world-view. And yet, we must ask these people whether they have merely
exchanged their own "universal foundations" (like fragmentation) for the older ones
(rational order). They know what's wrong with modern ideas, but they have few of their
own except by negation. Far from a coherent world-view, postmodernism has been
described by Tyron Inbody as "intellectual velcro dragged across culture." "In its extreme
form," Inbody writes, "it has been described as a `supercalifragilisticexpialodoxic'
totalizing negation of modernism, breathlessly presented as a rejection of everything from
Plato onward." For postmodernism, knowledge is inherently local, provisional, and
confessional...These two ways of doing theology, modern and postmodern, distinguish
between concern for rationality and concern for transformation...Reality is interpretation
`all the way down.'"12 
They are against universal systems, utopian progress, and absolutes, but they do not quite
know yet what to substitute. There are myriads of proposals, but no single direction--
perhaps that is required in a system that glorifies fragmentation and contradiction. And
yet, as Inbody noted, there is a new opennes to an emphasis on confessional, communal
interpretations of reality (and, thus, of Scripture) that avoid the modern arrogance of
individual theologians and philosophers reinventing theology from scratch. 
We must, it seems to me, do two things in this moment: (1) As Marx said every
intellectual had to pass through the "fiery brook" of Feuerbach's dialectical materialism,
today every intellectual must take seriously the challenges to modern ways of thinking
and reassess our presentation and defense of Christianity in the light of those challenges;
(2) Without "jumping on the bandwagon" of academic fads, we must exploit the new
opportunities afforded by the collapse of the materialistic and rationalistic world-view.
Since the Enlightenment was itself a decisive attack on Christian orthodoxy, we should
not defend modernity against postmodernism simply because the former is familiar and
comfortable. Hyper-rationalism is no kinder to faith than hyper-irrationalism, and both
offer their own distinct challenges and opportunities. We do not have to take sides in
order to exploit opportunities. 
Our confessional Christianity allows us, in a certain sense, to remain somewhat aloof and
judge both philosophies from a transcendent perspective. Our own classical doctrines
give us a fresh opportunity to explore their relevance in a new intellectual environment.



And for all of the "hooppla" over "the sacred," meaning everything from telepathy to
Mormonism, the collapse of materialism has opened up fresh possibilities for discussions
about God and the supernatural. The anti-supernatural world-view that has dominated
western culture has now given way to an almost irrational and superstitious outlook, but
this can be exploited. As Princeton's Diogenes Allen remarked, "The philosophical and
scientific bases for excluding the possibility of God have collapsed...Hume's and Kant's
quite sophisticated objections have been found to fail...The conviction that we live in a
self-contained universe can no longer be supported by a philosophic consensus. In a
postmodern world Christianity is intellectually relevant."13 
Each period of church history calls for different theological approaches. The early church
expanded not by sophisticated academic systems, but by evangelism and by the church
simply being the church. Nevertheless, it ended up creating a massive intellectual
tradition. Its successive battles with heresy created a resevoir of wisdom from which to
draw, since, at the end of the day, "there is nothing new under the sun." Contemporary
innovations are usually revivals of ancient heresies. Similarly, the Reformation was not a
period of calm, sophisticated academic reflection, but of revolutionary proclamation.
Like the early church period, the Reformation was subversive--not in the sense of
overthrowing kingdoms--but in the sense of undermining unbelief and bringing spiritual
crisis as the Word brought God and man into confrontation. But like the middle ages
following the early church, the post-Reformation period of Protestant orthodoxy was a
period of systematization. The theology of the Reformers and their descendents did not
differ, but the method was different because the moment called for a "paradigm shift"
rather than the systematic restructuring of the new paradigm. 
We are, I believe, on the verge of another paradigm shift in theology, a period similar to
that of the early church and the Reformation. Leaving the evangelicals to one side for a
moment, let us consider our own Reformed and Lutheran defenders of orthodoxy. Most
orthodox Protestants--I mean the ones who still believe in the creeds and confessions--
seem oblivious to the fact that we have gone through the Enlightenment and now are
encountering a massive rejection of the Enlightenment. We cannot simply be
"premodern," as if nothing has happened in intellectual history for the last three centuries. 

Our best orthodox theologians grappled with their own time and place, but we largely do
not. We are acting as if the Enlightenment won and the best that we can do is gather
together our eight orthodox folks and hope for better days. The systematic theologies that
came out of the post-Reformation period all the way down to the Muellers, Hodges and
Berkhofs, is our greatest wealth of theological reflection and should become more, not
less, important in seminaries. B. B. Warfield and his Old Princeton cohorts went into the
jaws of death (liberal German universities) in order to understand modernity with a view
to confronting it with the Christian truth claims. Nevertheless, something more is needed.
If we are in one of those periods of "paradigm shifts," then our age parallels the
Reformation period itself, not the period of systematization that followed it. It is not
merely a period of building and buttressing the ediface of orthodoxy, but of fresh
proclamation. Like the old European cathedrals lying in rubble after World War II,
"Christendom" is over. 
Perhaps God is calling us, therefore, to do exactly what the apostles and church fathers,
together with Martin Luther and John Calvin did in their respective ages: Not simply to



get the facts straight and defend the particulars of a system (as important as that is), but to
bring God and this age into a critical confrontation that will have massive paradigmatic
effects. In other words, we need to "think big," and view the world as our audience,
instead of "thinking small," with the orthodox as our audience. 
Men and women who find theology boring may find it so because they are encountering
it as an objective study rather than as a living encounter. Sadly, both liberals and
fundamentalists have made theology boring. "Theology," writes Duke professor Stanley
Hauwerwas, "is a ghetto activity as insulated and uninteresting as the Saturday religion
pages of the local paper. God knows, it is hard to make God boring, but American
Christians, aided and abetted by theologians, have accomplished that feat. Accordingly,
theology is seldom read by Christians and non-Christians alike because it is so damned
dull."14 
Perhaps our appropriate rejection of Barth's view of Scripture, election and universal
salvation has barred us from appreciating his emphasis on "encounter." Here the
existentialists remind us of one of Scripture's own central themes. The Bible is not simply
a text-book of propositions (although it is that); it is also a record of God's saving
encounter with his people. I say it is a record of God's saving encounter with his people
and not the other way around, because Scripture is divine revelation and not merely
human reflections on God and religious experience. Theology is not really at odds with a
"living encounter," but in the minds of most the antithesis between the two is one of the
greatest obstacles to gaining interest in theology. Think of Luther's famous remark that a
theologian must be someone who has experienced damnation. In other words, God's
Word speaks to us in our situation, in our despair and guilt and unrighteousness. It
addresses us in a particular context. Similarly, Calvin criticized Cardinal Sadoleto (and
implicitly the Roman curia) for having a "lazy theology" because the Cardinal had never
experienced the depth of his own depravity and guilt. There should be greater attention to
the relationship between theology and experience, with the orthodox taking the latter
more seriously and the rest immersing themselves in serious theological classics.
We should engage in theological reflection as an objective study and we need more, not
less, of that. But we who affirm that premise also need a recovery of the existential
aspect. Liberation theologians, including its European inventors (viz., Moltmann, Metz),
sought to recover the situational and existential importance of the Christian faith for the
everyday lives of suffering people. But, in the tradition of Hegel, their "salvation" was
entirely earth-bound and secular. It was a political, economic, and social liberation, and
sin was understood primarily if not exclusively in institutional terms. What liberation
theology sought, however, is on the mark: a connection of Scripture with the real world
and while they were making that connection, orthodox theologians were often simply
engaged in damage control and defensive measures. It is partly for this reason that a new
generation of evangelical theologians has become enamoured with non-evangelical
theologies.
We must sail between the Scylla and Charybdis of conservative paranoia and modernist
fashion. In our day, a fresh proclamation of the biblical truths of Creation, Divine
Sovereignty and Transcendence, Providence, Incarnation, Redemption, Justification, the
work of the Holy Spirit, the Second Coming of Christ and the Consummation will take on
new significance, providing a mine from which to draw for a culture looking for
transcendent answers. In Christianity, God reveals his name, his identity, and his



redemptive plan through the Living and Written Word. On this score, the insights of Yale
theologian George Lindbeck, a leading postliberal theologian, are relevant. He urges us to
recover our familiarity with Scripture and its language: 
Pietists were wary of any use except that of legitimating and evoking a particular kind of
religious experience; legalists and social activists looked only for directives for personal
or collective behavior...The leaders of the Enlightenment...were not believers, but they
were biblically literate and biblically cultured. Conversely, Bible-believing
fundamentalists sometimes know remarkably little of the content of scripture...When I
first arrived at Yale, even those who came from nonreligious backgrounds knew the Bible
better than most of those now who come from churchgoing families...Playing fast and
loose with the Bible needed a liberal audience in the days of Norman Vincent Peale, but
now, as the case of Robert Schuller indicates, professed conservatives eat it up...Now we
are in a postmodern age. Authors steeped in the Bible are diminishing in number, and
one cannot help but wonder about the future of the western literary tradition...With the
loss of the knowledge of the Bible, public discourse is impoverished.15
While liberals and conservatives chase after modern fads, think of the amazing power
Christian orthodoxy might have in the postmodern context: At a time when high culture
has lost its faith in humanity, the Gospel question makes a difference. In some circles of
evangelical theology, it is just now time to get in step with modernity, with its passion for
finding the common threat in all religions, its human-centered focus, its emphasis on
experience over doctrine, and its theological relativism. Representing this flank, Clark
Pinnock cheers, "We are finally making peace with the culture of modernity."16 Once
again, evangelicals who want to be "relevant" simply end up showing up late to these
things, just as "the culture of modernity" is collapsing and being subject to sustained
attacks. Well has Peter Berger complained, "The theological novelties that have
dominated the Protestant scene in the last two decades all seem basically to take up where
the older liberalism left off."17 Intellectuals are wondering where evil comes from and
how to understand it, with secular psychologists asking, "Whatever became of sin?" and
national secular periodicals running cover stories on the subject of sin and grace.
Ironically, those who will be most relevant in this age will most likely be those who have
something to say about these classic questions that were the heart of the Reformation
debate. 
No religious expression will be given the time of day right now unless it connects with
the real world and makes a difference in people's lives. Therefore, it is not only the
explanation of the doctrine of justification, for instance, but its proclamation in the pulpit
and its application to such areas as Christian liberty and one's vocation in the world, the
problem of evil and suffering, and the fear of death, will be just as necessary. After every
doctrinal presentation, we must ask ourselves the question every postmodern hearer is
thinking: "So what? What difference does it make?" That is why the Heidelberg
Catechism, after each series of questions on a particular doctrine, asks, "How does this
comfort you?" And this is actually a biblical approach, where the indicative is never
separated from the imperative, the theological from the practical, the propositional from
the situational, as it has been in modern theology and thought in general. Orthodox
ministers must overcome their justified fear of "application-oriented" sermons and begin
to apply saving truth to life here and now, just as pietistic evangelicals need to rediscover
the theology and the text of Scripture, so they will have something to apply. This is no



time for caving in to the Tower of Babel just as it is crumbling, but a time to recover "the
faith once and for all delivered to the saints." God grant us his Spirit to meet the
challenges and opportunities before us. 
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