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ealth depends on having an accurate picture of ourselves, 
and communities need journalism to hold up the mirror of 
truth. After a good look in that mirror, both church and soci-

ety can celebrate the good things they see and lose the metaphorical 
flab they see in their reflection. 

In this issue, we tell the truth about religious freedom. The now-
infamous mandate from the Department of Health and Human 
Services got us started, because it required religious institutions to 
fund “preventive care” that would violate their deeply held beliefs. 

The truth is, religious conviction—especially time-honored reli-
gious conviction—should have “special privileges” in public policy. 
Wilfred McClay explains exactly how Western law came to this point 
and why we need to preserve this kind of “sacred space” (page 24). 

The truth is, religious freedom means freedom for all religions. Yet 
evolving legal systems don’t operate strictly by logic. Legal historian 
John Witte explains why we still need to be cautious about giving a 
special place to Shari‘ah law (page 30). 

The truth is, religious freedom cannot exist without government 
recognizing a religion. In Israel, the community of evangelical Christians 
has been at a disadvantage because they lack the formal recognition 
that other religious bodies have. Now, reports Ruth Moon, evangelical 
leaders there are pursuing action in the courts (page 18). 

ct regularly relies on readers like you to help us hold up the 
mirror—perhaps by creating buzz about a groundbreaking article or 
by giving gift subscriptions. Now I would like to encourage you to 
continue this needed support in yet another way.

You can make your tax-deductible contribution—of any amount—
by check or online. Make checks payable to Christianity Today, and 
put “ct Global Excellence Fund” on the memo line, or visit Christianity 
Today.com/donate. Your gift will help us continue to speak the truth 
with fairness, compassion, and grace.

David Neff, Editor in Chief

Send checks (U.S. dollars only) to:
Christianity Today
Attn: Donor Relations Box CT1112
465 Gundersen Drive
Carol Stream, IL 60188

Christianity Today International 
is a 501(c)(3) organization.
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Questions That Drive Us
Reasoning together about our life together.

INSIDE CT   M A R K  G A L L I

ore and more people are questioning the Constitution ideal that 
religion deserves special protection. Medical groups don’t get special 
protections. Sports don’t. Unions don’t. But the Bill of Rights begins by 

talking about religion and basically tells the state to back off. Why? Is 
this just a holdover from an age when religion was important to people, one that 
should be abandoned in the modern secular state? 

Associate editor Matt Reynolds has been point person on this issue, which 
is a good thing. Matt, who holds a master’s degree in church-state relations 
from Baylor University, knows the many nuances that such issues raise, and has 
suggested, acquired, and edited the cover story (page 24) with wisdom and care. 

The next story (page 30) tries to answer one particular religious question: 
Should we allow Muslims to practice Shari‘ah law in the United States? Should 
Muslims be permitted to make binding laws regarding marriage and family, laws 
that are not subject to the review of local, state, and federal governments? Why 
not, especially if we believe in the special place of religious freedom as argued in 
the first article!

But other questions are being addressed in this issue as well. Andy Crouch 
wonders what we exactly mean when we bandy about the phrase “for the 
common good” (page 40). It’s become an increasingly popular way to summarize 
how and why Christians are engaged in public life. But what do we mean by it? 
John Stackhouse wonders about what exactly we can and cannot accomplish in 
politics (page 48); we’re called to be agents of transformation in our culture, but 
how much transformation can we realistically hope for? And if a great deal of 
corruption remains even after our best efforts, why bother?

  In these articles in particular, we are asking questions about our life together 
in neighborhoods, cities, states, and nations. Jesus said we are called to be salt and 
light in the world, but he was maddeningly vague about exactly what that should 
look like. I guess he thought it would be good for us to work that out together.

One thing we like to do in CT is try to work these things out. We feature 
writers and interview subjects who have answers that Christians should deeply 
consider. We rarely have a party line to endorse, trusting arguments and not 
ideology to convince. We believe that one way the Spirit leads us into all truth, as 
Jesus promised, is when we sit down, ask good questions, and reason together.  

Not a bad description of what CT is about. 

Next issue: Yours truly will ask his own question: What’s up with all the best-
selling books about people visiting heaven? John Stackhouse returns to examine 
what C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity (first published 50 years ago) can teach us 
about apologetics today, and Marian Liautaud reveals the uncomfortable truth 
about the global “war on women.”

SENIOR MANAGING EDITOR
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Our ‘Call’
What ct does like no other magazine and website. 

FROM THE PRESIDENT    H A R O L D  B .  S M I T H

o what would happen if Christian-
ity Today magazine and its web-
site simply shut down today? 
What if there was no more CT?”

For a moment, that question 
just hung in the room. 

To be sure, we had asked ourselves that 
very question several times in the not-too-
distant past. And not just as a hypothetical 
exercise. The brutal economic realities had 
given the question a painful sense of urgency.

But now, in the second half of 2012, here 
was that question again—this time asked by a 
respected consultant who not only understood 
the crises facing 21st-century publishing, but 
who also understood CT’s own critical chal-
lenges in this ever-changing new normal.

Mark Galli, CT’s senior managing editor, 
eventually broke the silence.

“Someone would try to build its replace-
ment tomorrow!” he said—much to every-
one’s nodding approval. (Self preservation, 
after all, is a powerful motivator.)

“Really?” responded our consultant.
“Yes,” Mark said. “The church needs what 

CT has to offer it. There is no other magazine 
that does what we do, let alone do it as well. ” 

Good answer, I thought to myself.
But our now smiling consultant didn’t 

seem to be buying it. “Really?”
• •  •

As the afternoon passed, we, the interro-
gated, soon realized that our interrogator’s 
one-word question was not so much a criti-
cism of our existence as it was a call for us 
to boldly grab hold of the distinctives that 
have defined our communication ministry 
ever since Billy Graham launched Volume 
One, Number One 56 years ago last month.

Distinctives, I’m happy to say, that you 
our readers underscore for us in your encour-
aging (and, at times, challenging) reactions 
to the content found in each monthly issue 
of Christianity Today and daily on Christi 
anityToday.com. 

Here are three “for instances”:

Next spring, Christianity Today will be 
introducing Cristianismo Hoy—a digital CT

for Latino evangelical leadership in North, 
Central, and South America. The idea came 
from the National Hispanic Christian Leader-
ship Conference (NHCLC), who, in acknowl-
edging CT’s  own commitment to journalistic 
quality and content excellence, asked us to con-
sider creating a publication like CT that could 
engage, encourage, and equip Hispanic pastors 
and influencers with the 
best in Christian reporting, 
commentary, and theologi-
cal reflection.

We responded with an 
enthusiastic “yes!” And 
Cristianismo Hoy is today 
in full launch prepara-
tion. An editorial search is 
underway, led by Christi-
anity Today editor in chief 
David Neff. And our chief 
strategy officer Keith Stonehocker is working 
closely with NHCLC’s Gus Reyes on how to 
most effectively get Cristianismo Hoy into the 
hands—er, screens and tablets—of Hispanic 
evangelical leadership.

Then there’s the global:church forum, 
a three-day conference held last month 
in Chicago and featuring a who’s who of 
global South leaders updating and challeng-
ing Western church leaders with all God is 
doing in their midst. Christianity Today 
was asked to cosponsor this event (with 
the Chicago-based not-for-profit Resource 
Global) because of its “trusted reputation” and 
“convening power” among the participants.

Based on the success of this first forum, 
plans are now underway to schedule several 
2013 events. In addition, tentative talks are 
underway regarding an ePublication that 

would regularly keep the global conversa-
tion going between events. 

Finally, there’s the reader reaction to Sep-
tember’s investigative report on David Jang 
and the allegations that some of his followers 
identify him as the Second Coming Christ. 

As expected, that piece (and the follow-up 
online) sparked both dialogue and contro-
versy. But the vast majority of responses to 
these pieces have been positive.

E-mailed one CT reader: 
“There is no trusted source 
that I know of that does 
[this kind of] careful inves-
tigative journalism.”

• •  •
Editorial quality and bal-
ance in reporting, com-
mentary, and theologi-
cal reflection. A rallying 
point. Trusted. These 
are distinctives that you 

have identified as part of the CT ministry. And 
these are some of the very reasons CT’s “call” 
remains as powerful today as ever. (What 
others would you add?)

Mr. Consultant, these are some ways 
Christianity Today brings an important and 
unique voice to our world!

With the days ahead in mind, I want to 
thank each of you for your continuing and 
faithful partnership in our ministry.

And I’d like to encourage you to consider 
strengthening that commitment through 
your ongoing prayers and financial support 
of some of the initiatives mentioned here. 
Stop by ChristianityToday.org and see in more 
detail where your tax-deductible dollars can 
expand CT’s reach in the days ahead.

Thank you. And to God alone be the 
glory.

It was a call to boldly grab the distinctives 
that have defi ned our ministry since 
Billy Graham launched it 56 years ago.
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New Hoy: Jesse Miranda (left) and 
David Neff share ct’s latest endeavor.
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Pollsters, political scientists, and other 

observers expect 75 percent of evan-

gelical voters will generally support 

Romney over Obama. Such Republi-

can support by evangelicals has been 

steady since 2004. Less certain is 

whether they’ll make up 40 percent 

of Romney’s voters, as they did for 

Bush and McCain. But the most vola-

tile number will be the percentage of 

evangelicals in exit polls who say eco-

nomic issues were the most important 

factor in their vote choice. In 2008, 

52 percent of evangelicals said so; in 

2004, it was only 25 percent, and cul-

tural issues dominated.

The campaign for 

CALIFORNIA’s 

Proposition 35, a 

measure expand-

ing punishments for 

human traffi  cking and 

sexual slavery, was 

launched by Christian 

activist and Viet-

namese immigrant 

Daphne Phung. She 

found a major backer 

in Chris Kelly, Face-

book’s former chief 

of privacy. Polls show 

support running at 

about 85 percent.

In Amendment 8, FLORIDA will once again consider whether to repeal its “Blaine amend-

ment”—its ban on state funds going to religious organizations. A repeal eff ort in the state 

legislature failed in 2010, and it’s been contested in the courts for years. But the ballot 

measure faces strong opposition from teachers’ unions and others who see it as an eff ort 

to introduce school vouchers. Another ballot initiative, Amendment 6, bars state funding 

of abortion in most instances. Both measures require 60 percent approval.

A few years ago, a major bone of contention was that the 

fi rst approvals of same-sex marriage came from courts. And 

even today, American voters have never directly approved 

same-sex marriage. In November, that’s likely to change—in 

several states, all at once. WASHINGTON, MARYLAND, and

MAINE are all likely to approve same-sex marriages; at press 

time, MINNESOTA’s measure was running even in the polls.

In INDIANA, where 4 out of 10 voters iden-

tify as evangelical, nearly 1 in 3 evangelicals 

(32 percent) voted for Obama in 2008. Other 

states saw higher percentages, but few saw as 

large a jump from 2004 ( John Kerry got only 

22 percent). If Obama’s evangelical support has 

weakened, it will likely show up here.

Rep. Mike McIntyre is one of the 

few remaining pro-life Demo-

crats in Congress. His race with 

NORTH CAROLINA state sena-

tor David Rouzer is one of the 

closest—and most expensive—

in the country, largely because 

his district was redrawn to 

include more Republican voters.  

McIntyre’s campaign bought ads 

calling him a “strong conserva-

tive and Christian who walks 

his faith every day”—but not a 

Democrat.

MASSACHUSETTS’s 

Question 2 would 

allow physician- and 

relative-assisted sui-

cide for terminally ill 

patients. It’s polling 

with overwhelming 

support, as high as 2-1. 

WASHINGTON and 

OREGON have similar 

measures, also passed 

by ballot initiatives.

Pollsters, political scientists, and other
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un faces renewed calls 
for blasphemy ban
Some Christian leaders have joined 
Muslim counterparts in calling on the 
United Nations to ban certain types 
of speech. In September, the YouTube 
fi lm Innocence of Muslims, which tar-
geted the Prophet Muhammad, 
led to Muslim protests that killed 
scores of people in 10 countries. 
The crude video, linked to Coptic 
activists in the United States, prompted 
the 57-member Organization of Islamic 
Cooperation to revive its demand for a 
un ban on the defamation of religion 
(after dropping its decade-long eff ort last 
year). Anglican bishops in the Middle 
East also called for a similar ban. Presi-
dent Barack Obama, addressing the un, 
countered that “the strongest weapon 
against hateful speech is not repression, 
it is more speech.”

Legal fi ght over contra-
ception mandate grows 
Religious institutions received more 
time to implement the Department 
of Health and Human Services’ 
controversial contraception mandate 
after its “safe harbor” provisions were 
expanded. The last-minute rewrite 
prompted a federal judge in September 
to dismiss challenges by Wheaton 
College and Belmont Abbey, but the 
D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals agreed 
to consider the cases. Lawsuits 
by 30 other Christian colleges 
and businesses, including Biola 
University and Grace College, 
remained pending. Meanwhile, Hobby 
Lobby and Tyndale House Publishers 
joined Catholic-owned businesses in 
fi ling suit. A federal judge in Colorado 
granted one business a temporary 

injunction against the mandate, but a 
federal court in Missouri dismissed a 
similar challenge.

Good news for perse-
cuted Christians

IRAN/PAKISTAN Reli-
gious freedom advocates were 
encouraged by developments 
in the cases of two high-pro-

fi le persecuted Christians. In 
Iran, pastor Youcef Nadark-

hani, jailed in 2009 and sentenced to 
death in 2010, was released from prison 
for time served after being acquitted of 
apostasy. He was instead convicted on 
a lesser charge of “evangelizing Mus-
lims.” In Pakistan, 14-year-old Rimsha 
Masih, a developmentally disabled Chris-
tian girl accused of burning pages of the 
Qur’an, was released on bail after police 
arrested a local imam for falsifying evi-
dence against her. “The government 
should make this case an example so 
that nobody will dare misuse the blas-
phemy law in the future,” Allama Tahir 
Ashrafi , chairman of the All Pakistan 
Ulema Council, said to Agence France-
Presse, expressing unprecedented 
Muslim support for a Christian charged 
with blasphemy.

New type of religious 
refugee approved

EUROPE The European Union will 
grant refugee status to religious 

applicants whom it previously 
denied. Newly eligible are those 

who seek asylum on the basis of 
religious persecution even if they are still 
able to practice their faith in private. The 
September ruling by the European Court 
of Justice affi  rmed a previous ruling in 
favor of two Pakistani members of the 

Islamic Ahmadiyya sect who were denied 
asylum in Germany in 2004.

For-profi t Christian col-
lege wins free campus
Hobby Lobby will donate a 217-acre Mas-
sachusetts campus to Grand Canyon 
University (gcu). The campus, founded 
by D. L. Moody, will now be owned by the 
for-profi t Christian school based in Phoe-
nix. gcu edged out the Southern Baptist 
Convention’s North American Mission 
Board for the Northfi eld Mount Hermon 
School campus after establishing a non-
profi t arm to qualify.

Southern Baptists break 
rank on Communion
A new survey shows that nearly all South-
ern Baptist Convention (sbc) pastors 
observe Communion contrary to their 
denomination’s faith statement. Last 
revised in 2000, the Baptist Faith and 
Message (bfm) stipulates both baptism 
and church membership as prerequi-
sites for the Lord’s Supper. But according 
to LifeWay Research, 96 percent of sbc
churches allow nonmembers to partici-
pate, and only 35 percent restrict it to 
those who have been baptized. Roger 
S. Oldham, sbc vice president for com-
munications, explained the bfm “is not 
a creed” but a “guide in interpretation” 
of the Bible. But he acknowledged it 
“seems clear” the denomination’s posi-
tion on Communion “may have slipped 
to a minority position among pastors and 
churches.”

A fi rst: Female chaplain 
assigned to combat unit
Capt. Delana Small’s assignment to the 
all-male 101st Airborne Division, a U.S. 
Army battalion known as the “Screaming 
Eagles,” makes her the fi rst female chap-
lain ever placed in a combat unit. The 
assignment was prompted by a Women 
in the Service Review for the Department 
of Defense. The review recommended 

GLEANINGS
Important developments in the church and the world.
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35%
Background checks 

for churches and 
ministries (out of 
55,000 last year) 
that found any 

offense, from minor 
traffic violations to 
felony convictions. 

12%
Background checks 

that turned up 
misdemeanor or 
felony offenses.
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Regular churchgoers 
in the United 
States say:

37% 
I am a member 
of my church

10% 
I attend but am 
not a member

52% 
I don’t know if 

my church offers 
membership

1% 
Unsure

QUOTATION
MARKS

opening thousands of military jobs to 
women, including chaplaincy on the 
front lines.

Anti-conversion law 
eased in Hindu state

INDIA The high court in Him-
achal Pradesh, India’s most 
Hindu state, struck down cer-
tain restrictions in the nation’s 

2006 Freedom of Religion 
Act. The act had required 

individuals wishing to convert to a dif-
ferent religion to give 30 days’ notice 
to their district magistrate; a judge said 
that portion was unconstitutional. The 
ruling applies only to Himachal Pradesh; 
several other Indian states still enforce 
similar policies.

Church must relocate 
despite court support

INDONESIA An embattled 
church in West Java will be 
relocated by government 
order despite a 2011 high 

court ruling allowing it to 
occupy its building. Taman 

Yasmin Indonesian Christian Church 
legally acquired permission to build in 
Bogor in 2006, but has been shuttered 
for years due to opposition from neigh-
boring Muslim extremists.

Regnerus cleared 
over gay research
The University of Texas at Austin 
declared sociologist Mark Regnerus 
not guilty of research misconduct after 
investigating eight charges concerning 
the associate professor’s controversial 
study of children whose parents had 
same-sex relationships. Regnerus had 
concluded that such children are more 
likely to experience emotional prob-
lems. The university said “none of the 
allegations . . . were substantiated.” An 
infl uential group of social scientists—
including Michael Emerson, Christian 

Smith, and Rodney Stark—defended Reg-
nerus’s study, though an audit by one 
editorial board member of the sociology 
journal that published it said it should 
have been disqualifi ed during the peer-
review process.

Challenge to housing 
allowance revived
An atheist-led challenge to the long-
standing parsonage tax break enjoyed 
by ministers will move forward—again. 
Last year, the Freedom from Religion 
Foundation (ffrf) dropped its law-
suit after the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 
(in another case) that individuals who 
wish to sue the federal government 
must prove injury as a direct result of 
the law—instead of suing just because 
they pay taxes. So the foundation added 
a housing allowance to its salary struc-
ture, leading a Wisconsin federal judge 
to recently rule the group has new legal 
standing for its lawsuit. Government law-
yers attempted to dismiss the new case 
until the ffrf “claim[s] an exemption on 
their tax returns and the irs denies the 
claim.” But the judge labeled such an 
eff ort a “futile exercise.”

Churches face eviction 
as rent skyrockets

CANADA The Toronto District 
School Board announced that 
churches renting space in public 
schools would no longer qualify for 
reduced rates available for chari-
ties. The move is part of a newly 

approved budget that will attempt to 
close a C$110 million gap. Blogger and 
author Tim Challies reported that the 
church he attends, Grace Fellowship 
Church of East Toronto, faces a more 
than 300 percent rent increase, from 
C$990 to C$4,100 per month; other 
churches face steeper hikes. Many pas-
tors have claimed discrimination given 
that other nonprofi ts still qualify for sub-
sidized rents.

“These practices . . . will 
now be relegated to the 
dustbin of quackery.”
Gov. Jerry Brown of California, signing a 
bill that prohibits mental-health providers 
“from engaging in sexual orientation change 
efforts”—often called reparative therapy—
for patients under 18 years of age. 
San Francisco Chronicle

“Are there flaws in the 
church? Absolutely. But 
is there great beauty in 
the church? Absolutely.”
Stephen Colbert, at Fordham University 
with Cardinal Timothy Dolan. The come-
dian went on explain, “The real reason I 
remain a Catholic is what the church gives 
me, which is love.”
The New York Times

“We oppose violence, 
but I would like to see 
Christians speak out 
more than they do . . . . 
We all too often see 
Jesus mocked.”
Ibrahim Hooper, spokesman for the 
Council on American-Islamic Relations 
(cair), wondering why Christians don’t 
protest “a crucifix in urine, elephant dung 
on Mary, and The Last Temptation of Christ,” 
among other insults, as Muslims do when 
their own faith is insulted.
National Catholic Register

“We’re not afraid to 
show who we are. 
Evangelical women 
now wear this clothing 
proudly.”
Marcelo Batista, manager of M&A Fash-
ion in a Rio de Janeiro suburb, on Brazil’s 
fashion countertrend toward modesty now 
that evangelicalism has grown to compose 
nearly a quarter of the population.
Associated Press
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20%
Average guess by 

Americans of the size 
of Protestantism in 
the United States.

48%
Actual proportion of 
Americans who are 

Protestants.

Grey Matter Research

Denominations
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publish their work.
Schneider retired to pursue his 

research, and Harlow’s employment 
was not terminated. But questions 
of confessional adherence and 
scholarly research linger, said Calvin 
professor of philosophy David 
Hoekema. “We are working [to] 
clarify what for us are things we can 
explore freely and things that are not 
open for challenge,” he said.

Many Christian schools now 
expect their faculty scholars to 
produce original research in much 
greater quantities than in the past, 
said Indiana Wesleyan University’s 
Todd Ream, editor of Beyond Inte-
gration: Interdisciplinary Possibilities 
for the Future of Christian Higher 
Education.

“By virtue of sheer volume,” 
he said, “these kinds of questions 
concerning faith statements and 
academic freedom are likely to 
emerge with greater frequency than 
in previous generations.”

Yet Christian historian George 
Marsden says this type of situation 
is perennial. In cases where two or 
more parties both affirm a statement 
and still have different interpreta-
tions of what that statement really 
intends, trustees may try to “rein the 
faculty in,” he said.

But Joe Ricke, professor of Eng-
lish at Taylor University, says it does 
not work to say that white papers 
simply restate positions implied in a 
doctrinal statement.

“If that’s really true, you don’t 
need a white paper,” he said.

However, times may arise when 
faith statements actually need clari-
fication or revision, Ream says. Just 
as important as the content of any 
revisions, he says, is the manner in 
which they are generated.

Hoekema agrees. “Whether you’re 
in a Lutheran or Catholic institution, 
or a Baptist or Pentecostal college,” 
he said, “people whose academic spe-
cialty bears on these questions should 
not just be permitted, but should be 
encouraged to raise questions to keep 
the debate going.”

L ess than a year after 
Cedar ville University 
hired theologian Michael 
Pahl, administrators 

relieved the associate professor of 
his teaching duties. 

The issue at stake? A histori-
cal Adam and Eve, a debate that 
dates back to Augustine and has 
recently cropped up at evangelical 
schools such as Calvin College and 
Reformed Theological Seminary. 
But what appears new in Cedar-
ville’s situation is the trustees’ 
requirement that faculty hold par-
ticular beliefs for particular reasons.

Pahl affirms the Ohio school’s 
doctrinal statement (recently 
augmented by trustees via theologi-
cal white papers) regarding human 
origins, but his beliefs are based on a 
literary reading of Genesis 1 and 2.

“I hold to a historical Adam 
and Eve, though not on exegetical 
grounds,” Pahl wrote in his defense 
to trustees, which CT obtained. “My 
reasons are more theological in 

nature. . . . [T]he doctrinal statement 
does not mandate specific exegesis 
of specific biblical passages.”

Yet Cedarville administrators 
concluded that the theologian “is 
unable to concur fully with each 
and every position” of its doctrinal 
stance, according to an official state-
ment they released with Pahl.

“It doesn’t make sense,” said 
Christian philosopher Alvin Plant-
inga. “It does damage to a college 
atmosphere to pretend there’s no 
sensible diversity of opinion among 
Christians.”

Last year, Calvin College experi-
enced similar debate when its board 
of trustees investigated tenured pro-
fessors of religion Daniel Harlow and 
John Schneider after they published 
controversial articles that questioned 
the existence of a historical Adam. 
Both professors were accused of vio-
lating the confession of the affiliated 
Christian Reformed Church; the pro-
fessors countered that their deans 
and provost had approved plans to 

Crisis of Faith 
Statements 
Does it matter why Christian professors agree  
with their colleges’ doctrine? By Melissa Steffan
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Agreeing on 
Adam: Cedarville 

University has 
become the 

latest evangelical 
school to address 
whether a pro-

fessor’s position 
on the historical 
Adam conflicts 
with its faith 

statement. The 
professor affirms 
Adam—but for 

different reasons 
than trustees.
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PASSAGES

Resigned
Carl Moeller

As president and 
ceo of Open Doors 

usa. He will become 
president of Sequoia 

Global Resources, 
which helps 

ministries become 
self-sustaining.

Died
Jhan Moskowitz

Cofounder and 
North American 

director of Jews for 
Jesus, after falling in 
the New York City 

subway. He was 64.

Feted
TobyMac

Hip-hop artist’s 
Eye On It is the first 
Christian album to 
top the Billboard 
200 in 15 years.

A mid the latest drama sur-
rounding the Trinity Broad-
casting Network (TBN), 

should mainstream ministries seek 
reform or pull their programming?

Brittany Koper, the granddaugh-
ter of TBN founders Paul and Jan 
Crouch and its chief financial officer 
until September 2011, has accused 
network directors of illegally distrib-
uting “charitable assets” worth more 
than $50 million for their personal 
use. In response, TBN has filed half a 
dozen lawsuits nationwide accusing 
Koper and her husband of engaging 
in a smear campaign to divert atten-
tion from their own financial sins.

The filings recently prompted a 
California federal judge to threaten 
to brand the network a “vexatious 
litigant” because its lawsuits seemed 
designed to “overwhelm the courts 
. . . so as to avoid a rational decision 
on the merits.”

The Trinity Foundation, a group 
long critical of TBN, publicly called 
for ministries associated with 
evangelical icons such as Billy and 
Franklin Graham, Charles Stanley, 
Ron Luce, Jack Graham, and the late 
Adrian Rogers to withdraw from the 
network’s airwaves.

“It’s a spiritual and moral snake 
pit,” said Trinity founder Ole 
Anthony. “TBN uses these legitimate 
preachers to justify [its] existence.”

Another donor advocacy group, 
MinistryWatch.com, has issued 
warnings about “widespread abuse 
of ministry funds by TBN directors.” 
But founder Rusty Leonard does not 
think pressuring ministries to leave 
the network solves the problem.

“We decided long ago that 
we did not want to try to embar-
rass the legitimate ministries that 

were broadcasting on TBN,” he 
said. “Instead, we decided to try to 
get TBN’s management and board 
changed so that there could be more 
good, biblically based teaching.”

Evangelical ministries that 
appear on TBN declined to comment.

Albert Mohler, president of 
Southern Baptist Theological Semi-
nary, points out that evangelical tele-
vision ministries have always faced 
an airwaves quandary. “Unless you 
own your network, you’re facing the 
fact that you’re on with people who 
do not share your worldview,” he 
said. “Billy Graham had to buy one-
hour specials . . . on the same channel 
as soap operas and everything else.”

But like Anthony, Mohler sees a 
difference with TBN: the expectation 
that the network is Christian.

“It’s increasingly awkward for 
the mainstream ministries to stay 
on the network,” he said. “Every 
new allegation, every new headline, 
makes it more difficult.”

When All Girls Allowed 
(AGA) applauded the 
apparent end of late-

term forced abortions under China’s 
one-child policy, it unleashed a 
firestorm. “That was the last thing 
we anticipated,” said director of 
communications Kat Lewis.

After a photo of Chinese mother 
Feng Jianmei and her aborted baby 
went viral in China this summer, 
AGA reported in September that the 
Chinese central government’s family 
planning committee gave local offi-
cials in Chongqing written orders to 
stop using such abortions to enforce 
family size limits. “Even if that’s 
just propaganda, we think it’s worth 
highlighting because then they’re 

accountable for it,” said Lewis.
However, fellow advocacy groups 

ChinaAid and Women’s Rights With-
out Frontiers (WRWF) pushed back.

ChinaAid founder and president 
Bob Fu called AGA naïve and errone-
ous for “unintentionally [acting] in 
concert with the Chinese govern-
ment’s propaganda efforts.”

In spite of the criticism, AGA

released a second, bolder statement 
claiming the Chinese government 
was outlawing forced abortions alto-
gether. The organization defended 
its interpretation by noting that its 
case team “has not found a single 
report of forced abortion since July.”

But ChinaAid spokesman Mark 
Shan says Chinese churches report 
that forced abortions continue.

The two-year-old AGA is a 
relatively new advocacy group that 
saw change where there was none, 
said Fenggang Yang, director of the 
Center on Religion and Chinese 
Society at Purdue University.

Yang says if some advocacy 
groups emphasize good news to 
encourage their supporters—as AGA

argued it was doing—while others 
emphasize bad news to keep sup-
porters motivated, the overall diver-
sity of strategy could be beneficial.

“[But] it doesn’t look to me as 
though AGA is doing things strategi-
cally different,” he said. “It’s just an 
immature reading of the situation.”

AGA’s Lewis says the group does 
not emphasize good stories over 
bad ones. Positive reports do receive 
higher rates of engagement on social 
media, she said, but “it’s not about 
balancing the message; it’s about the 
reality on the ground.”

And although unity would be 
ideal, said Lewis, the rare public spat 
has made more people than ever 
aware of forced abortion in China.

But WRWF founder Reggie Little-
john says AGA’s messaging undercuts 
the public support that WRWF and Chi-
naAid worked for decades to build.

“We need to tell good news 
where it’s warranted,” she said. “We 

[ continued on 18 ]

The Trouble 
with tbn
Should broadcaster be 
abandoned or reformed? 
By Bobby Ross Jr.
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Doubting    
China’s Change
One-child policy groups 
condemn optimistic 
report. By Melissa Steffan
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should not exaggerate good news in 
order to motivate people.”

Shan believes the average person 
in China recognizes such “good 
news” as propoganda. 

“It is routine that the govern-
ment will put on paper something 
that looks good, but in practice it is 
totally different,” Yang said. “The 
whole policy on population control   
. . . hasn’t really changed.”

H undreds of Israeli evangeli-
cal couples have traveled 
out of the country in order 

to get married because the Jewish 
government does not officially 
recognize their faith. Church leaders 
are escalating efforts to change that.

The Council of Evangeli-
cal Churches in Israel (CECI), 
which includes 51 churches and 

organizations such as Campus Cru-
sade and the Bible Society, formally 
requested in August 2011 that Israel 
recognize four denominations on 
behalf of nearly 5,000 followers. More 
than a year later, Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu—who must approve 
the request—has yet to respond, says 
Michael Decker, chief counsel for the 
Jerusalem Institute of Justice (JIJ).

“Not being recognized leads to 
practical problems,” said Botrus 
Mansour, director of Nazareth Baptist 
School, regarding marriage, divorce, 
and education matters. “We hope a 
lawsuit will [help].”

But recent events suggest the 
government may now be more favor-
able to such recognition. In July, the 
Interior Ministry reversed a 2009 
decision that had denied Israeli 
citizenship to a Holocaust survivor 
because of her Messianic Jewish 
beliefs. In August, the Knesset 
broadened a property tax exemption 
for synagogues to include all places 
of worship, including those of Mes-
sianic Jews. Both were responses to 
JIJ lawsuits.

Media coverage of these victo-
ries raised the public profile of JIJ 
and the cause of religious equal-
ity. “That’s what changes public 
opinion,” Decker said. “That’s what 

changes politicians as well.”
Israel has recognized several 

Catholic and Orthodox branches of 
Christianity since 1948. The Evangel-
ical Episcopal Church in Israel suc-
cessfully petitioned for recognition 
in 1970. But about 31,000 of Israel’s 
6.5 million inhabitants are members 
of unrecognized evangelical denomi-
nations, according to Operation 
World. The evangelical population is 
growing by 5.6 percent a year—three 
times Israel’s overall growth rate.

“We’re dealing with a basic 
civil right,” said Decker. “It really is 
degrading for large groups of people 
that have a religion and want to get 
married according to their religion.”

The petition from CECI, composed 
primarily of Arab evangelicals, seeks 
recognition for Baptist, Assemblies 
of God, Church of the Nazarene, and 
Christian Brethren Israeli congre-
gations. The Evangelical Alliance 
in Israel, comprising expatriate 
churches and ministries, has sepa-
rately applied for recognition.

Decker is preparing a lawsuit on 
behalf of CECI, but hopes political 
pressure from the United States will 
lead Netanyahu to recognize evan-
gelicals without one, since the final 
decision would still rest with the 
prime minister’s office.

Should seminary professors be granted tenure?

Briefing [ from 17 ]

“The state should not 
interfere in the deci-
sions that a religious 
body makes about 
who will educate its 
leaders. However, 
though tenure may 
be a legal rope-of-
sand in the courts, it 
continues to have 
important moral 
weight in seminaries.”
Daniel Aleshire
executive director, Associa-
tion of Theological Schools

“Tenure allows for 
greater academic 
freedom and it keeps 
especially talented 
faculty members teth-
ered to the institution, 
which is good long-
term for the seminary. 
But that academic 
freedom, like tenure 
anywhere, can be 
bounded according 
to a confession or a 
statement of faith.”
Owen Strachan
professor, Boyce College

“At Southern, tenure is 
a commitment to the 
faculty member that 
the institution would 
like to make a lifelong 
investment in him 
or her, not an escape 
from doctrinal or 
performance account-
ability. There are clear 
guidelines for reme-
diation or removal if 
necessary.”
Russell Moore
dean, Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary

“Seminaries should 
give tenure to attract 
good minds but they 
can make it con-
ditional. Contract 
requirements can 
range from ordina-
tion, to adherence to a 
creedal statement but 
not ordination, to high 
academic standards 
as a condition with no 
religious requirement.” 
John Witte jr.
professor, Emory Law 
School

“Given the court ruling 
combined with the 
economic woes of 
many seminaries, I 
am happier to have a 
fi ve-year renewable 
contract than either a 
possibly disappearing 
tenure appointment 
or an adjunct position, 
both of which seem 
to be increasingly 
more frequent.”
Scott Thumma
professor, Hartford 
Seminary

“In a school with a 
religious mission, 
tenure is a direct 
threat. Seminaries 
have no state control 
that professors need 
protection from. And 
tenure takes control 
from the board of 
directors, who must 
ensure that the pur-
pose and mission is 
followed.”
Brad Dacus
president, Pacific Justice 
Institute

UNDER DISCUSSION Topics in the current debate.                compiled by Ruth Moon
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The Kentucky 
Court of Appeals 
ruled in July that 
courts could not 

legally enforce the 
tenure contracts 
of two professors 

who had been 
dismissed from 

Lexington Theologi-
cal Seminary when 
the school’s endow-

ment dropped. 
The court ruled 

that a seminary is 
a religious institu-
tion and invoked 
the ministerial 

exception, which 
prohibits courts 

from interfering in 
religious personnel 

decisions.
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Marriage 
Petition
Evangelicals prepare to 
sue Jewish state for right 
to marry. By Ruth Moon
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hen Kimberly Banks unex-
pectedly lost her job in 2006 
and her job search stretched 

from weeks to months, she 
became despondent. Living in 

a Denver motel, she would frequently wake 
at 3 A.M. and cry out to God in prayer as her 
two sons slept soundly nearby.

“I was always a woman who said I can 
take care of my own. There were some 
nights that I didn’t want to keep living 
because I felt like less than a mother, like 
my kids were better off somewhere else,” 
Banks recalls. “I didn’t know what to do.”

But getting involved with Denver’s 

innovative Family and Senior Homeless Ini-
tiative (FSHI) changed all of that. Banks was 
matched with a mentoring team from a local 
church. They met regularly for financial 
counseling, support, and encouragement. 
The church paid the first month’s deposit on 
an apartment and helped her furnish it.

A year later, the outlook for the Banks 
family was hugely brighter. Banks started 
college full-time and she didn’t have to 
move. Success stories like hers give FSHI

leaders reason to think their ministry model 
could be useful in solving the nation’s grow-
ing problem of family homelessness.

In the past seven years, the initiative 

has helped about 1,100 families, beating 
its original milestone of aiding 1,000 in 10 
years. Some 86 percent of the families who 
take part in the initiative still have the same 
housing after one year.

“It’s almost double the average,” says 
Colorado governor John Hickenlooper, 
who was mayor of Denver in 2005 when 
he and religious leaders launched the pro-
gram. “Look at the bang for the buck. This 
is one of the highest-yield philanthropic 
activities you can do.”

RISING HOMELESSNESS
Word of FSHI’s success has spread beyond 

Church and State 
for the Homeless
How Denver’s faith and civic leaders are working together to get families off the 
street and into jobs and homes. By Matt Branaugh in Denver
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A New Day: With help from 
church and state programs, the 
Banks family overcame home-
lessness. There were 1.6 million 
children homeless in the United 
States at the end of 2011.



Colorado. Since the recession of 2008, 
underlying causes of homelessness have 
changed. The number of homeless families 
nationwide grew 30 percent between 2007 
and 2011, says Dennis Culhane, a Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania professor who has 
studied homeless populations for 24 years.

Job loss, major medical expenses, 
or both are top reasons why heads of 
households and their dependent children 
become homeless. Rather than go to a 
shelter, many families seek to “double up.” 
But that only works for so long.

Prior to 2008, being homeless was 
more an affliction for single adults without 
jobs or children. Not anymore. The Met-
ropolitan Denver Homeless Initiative’s 
2012 “Point in Time” report (a one-day 
survey conducted every January) revealed 
that the total homeless population not 
only grew, but two-thirds are now from 
families, a sizable shift from the 2005 
report, when 60 percent were single adults 
without children. 

One case in point is Shawnee Fleming, 
a Denver resident. She lost her job as an 
office manager of a health-care billing busi-
ness in late 2008. Despite her best efforts to 
keep herself and her preteen twin daugh-
ters in housing the following year, Fleming 
found herself in a shelter on Christmas Eve 
2009. While the daughters lived temporar-
ily with their father, Fleming “doubled up,” 
staying on couches with family and friends.

Those welcomes eventually ran out. 
Fleming looked frantically for a full-time 
job, while doing in-home nursing and 
selling perfume along the way. When the 
city’s seventh-coldest December on record 
unfolded, she was forced out of her car and 
into a shelter.

After making contact with FSHI, Fleming 
and her daughters moved into an apart-
ment. She still works as an in-home nurse, 
but she’s applying for financial aid to take 
classes for a job in medical billing and 
coding. “God just opened doors,” she says.

Stories like Fleming’s show FSHI fills an 
urgent need, says Don Reeverts, president 
of the Denver Leadership Foundation, an 
influential civic group. Reeverts worked 
closely with Hickenlooper to get FSHI off the 
ground. “The kernel of the idea came before 
the tsunami of economic crisis,” says Ree-
verts. “We have people who never dreamt 

they would be on the streets. If we hadn’t 
done this, it would have been a disaster.”

Since its launch, FSHI has fielded 
inquiries from cities nationwide, including 
ones in Tennessee, South Dakota, Florida, 
and Virginia. All have undertaken efforts 
similar to the FSHI model. Earlier this year, 
Memphis leaders launched a program 
modeled after FSHI. In that Tennessee city, 
family homelessness is driven by lack of 
education, inadequate job training, and 
weak support networks for families. 

Colorado plans to roll out FSHI-inspired 
programs statewide. “It’s presenting a 
huge open door to the local church,” says 
Brad Hopkins, FSHI’s director. “There’s a 
crisis, partly economic, partly the breakup 
of the family. There’s a greater sense of 
urgency to mobilize the church to intersect 
with this need.”

‘MAGIC IN THE BOTTLE’
A key turning point in addressing home-
lessness occurred back in 2005. Cities were 
abuzz over the vision of Philip Mangano, 
then executive director of the federal 
Interagency Council on Homelessness. 
Mangano called on policymakers to end, 
not manage, homelessness in 10 years.

In the Mile High City, the response was 
“Denver’s Road Home,” a large-scale plan 
linking together agencies, nonprofits, and 
organizations toward that ambitious goal. 
As Hickenlooper headed to the Colorado 
Prayer Luncheon that year, he considered 

ways for the region’s religious community 
to collaborate more completely in helping 
needy families. A 2005 research report 
revealed that more than 1,000 Denver 
families had recently stayed with family or 
friends, rented cheap motel rooms, or slept 
in cars or under bridges.

Hickenlooper wondered whether 
every church, synagogue, and mosque 
would volunteer to mentor one homeless 
family each. Reeverts signed on to Hick-
enlooper’s idea and organized a group of 
clergy. Within weeks, Protestant, Catholic, 
Jewish, and Islamic leaders agreed to serve 
as an oversight council. 

Attention quickly turned to the Denver 
Rescue Mission, a full-service, evangelical 
agency for the homeless since 1892. In the 
mid-1990s, the mission had taken under its 
wing an outreach program for homeless 
families. Brad Meuli, the rescue mission’s 
chief executive, agreed to use that program 
as the infrastructure for FSHI. Reeverts 
says this dynamic alliance formed between 
city leaders, clergy leaders, and the rescue 
mission is “magic in the bottle” to over-
come homelessness.

FSHI’s community coordinator, L. Shawn 
DeBerry, herself an ordained minister, 
helps keep everything coordinated at 
the grassroots. “You pull from sources, 
depending on what you need,” she says. 
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Swapping Notes: Now a volunteer, Kimberly 
Banks discusses program ideas with director 
Brad Hopkins at the Crossing.



Requests from a needy family might go in 
any number of directions since there are 
such a large variety of resources linked 
together. This approach, unmatched on 
this scale anywhere in the country, brought 
strong results. More than 350 churches, 
seven synagogues, and one mosque are 
involved; together they hope to help 500 
additional families by 2015.

The program’s overall cost is $475,000 
a year, with $170,000 paid by the city to 
fund staffing; the rest is obtained from 
federal sources, grants, and money that the 
Denver Rescue Mission raises.

NEW RELATIONSHIPS
FSHI director Hopkins, a graduate of 
Dallas Theological Seminary, was drawn 
to work at the Denver Rescue Mission in 
part because of the famous “Jesus Saves” 
marquee at its downtown location.

A significant challenge for evangelicals 
is that FSHI, like other government pro-

grams, prohibits volunteer mentors or staff 
from proselytizing. Mentors can discuss 
spiritual matters only if the family brings 
them up. This stipulation put leaders of 
non-Christian faiths more at ease, broaden-
ing the overall reach. There has been ten-
sion over where to draw the program lines 
and a few groups dropped out over time. 
But that’s rare.

Leaders from other faiths say the pro-
gram works. “Because it’s each individual 
congregation’s effort that is coordinated 
through the rescue mission, you don’t 
have to get involved with anything 
interdenominational,” says Rabbi Joel 
Schwartzman, a Denver clergy council 
member whose synagogue is involved. 
The program motto is “One Congregation, 
One Family.”

As the program grew, new relationships 
between Denver’s Christians, Jews, and 
Muslims also emerged. Homeless families 
and civic leaders gained favorable impres-
sions of church leaders.

“From a broad-based perspective, the 

city can’t favor one faith over another,” 
Hopkins says. “We’re trusting God to do 
his work through us. The Denver Rescue 
Mission is involved because we knew 
churches would step up.”

Congregations recruit volunteers and 
with FSHI assistance, screen, train, and 
place them into teams. Volunteers agree to 
mentor at least one family, although many 
take on more. Mentor teams are paired 
with a family that FSHI has already selected. 
Over six months, the mentors meet with 
the family at least seven times, providing 
financial counseling, parenting tips, and 
encouragement. 

In return, the family in need receives 
$1,200 upfront from the church (alterna-
tive funding is available to churches that 
can’t provide it) to pay the first month’s 
rent and a security deposit. The program 
provides families additional incentives, 
such as grocery gift cards, upon comple-
tion of counseling, and again after a year if 

the family remains in its housing.
“Relationship really is the overall goal,” 

DeBerry says. “When you live out what 
you say you believe in, in front of a family 
that’s hopeless, and you say you have hope, 
it transfers.”

When healthy mentoring relationships 
are formed, everyone benefits. A Denver 
couple, Pat Long and her husband, Jim, 
became mentors six years ago. Active at the 
Greenwood Community Church, the couple 
teamed with two other women from their 
Bible study to mentor a young single mom. 
The woman had a daughter who was 8 years 
old at that time. Both had been abused at the 
home where they were living. When they 
fled that situation, they became homeless.

“Our expectation was we’ll go in, get 
her into housing, do the six or eight meet-
ings, and that would be it,” says Long, a 
retired schoolteacher.

The woman soaked up the financial 
counseling and parental guidance. Six 
months came and went. The woman asked 
to keep meeting. Five years later, they still 

do. The woman recently bought her first 
home. She expresses interest in their faith, 
Long says, and they have found a church that 
she hopes she will try soon. “We’ve helped 
her, but boy, we’ve learned a lot,” Long says. 
“She’s certainly enriched our lives.”

For pastors, FSHI presents an ongoing 
way to empower everyday Christians to put 
their faith in action, says Tom Melton, senior 
pastor of Greenwood Community. “The 
mentors often say they are the ones who are 
blessed,” Melton says. “In that atmosphere, 
the Lord has unique ways of working.”

SPIRITUAL REAWAKENING
Looking back over the past six years, Kim-
berly Banks has seen enormous change 
in her own life. She was skeptical before 
meeting her FSHI mentors. “I was very 
proud as a black woman. I wanted to do it 
myself and not get anyone’s help,” she says.

But her boys told her it was worth a 
try. Banks says that by the end of their first 
meeting at a McDonald’s restaurant, “I 
couldn’t hold back the tears. People just 
wanted to help us. Not for any reason, but 
just to help.” 

Banks, 43, spent years working in the 
food service and hospitality industries. 
When she filed a sexual harassment claim 
against a co-worker, she was let go a few 
months later. The mentoring program 
helped her begin anew. The men from the 
mentoring team took her boys on fishing 
trips and to Air Force football games, while 
the women counseled and encouraged her 
as she pieced her life back together. She 
still calls them her “moms.”

By 2008, she says, she started to 
reawaken spiritually. Now she and the boys 
are active in Prince of Peace Church of God 
in Christ in Aurora, Colorado. She’s pursuing 
studies that will help her go into ministry, 
and she regularly counsels women and fami-
lies living at the Crossing, the Denver Rescue 
Mission’s transitional housing community.

“Now that I look back, I can say, ‘God, 
you were working on me the whole time. 
I’m not ashamed to tell people I was 
homeless. It’s going to bring somebody else 
up,’ ” Banks says. “The glory of God has to 
be put out there.”

Matt Branaugh is director of editorial for 

Christianity Today’s Church Law & Tax Group.
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‘Look at the bang for the buck. This is 
one of the highest-yield philanthropic 
activities you can do.’ 

~John Hickenlooper, governor of Colorado
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DU R I N G T H E P A S T Y E A R, the Obama 
administration has been subjected to 
strenuous criticism for its perceived 
hostility, or at best cavalier indifference, 
to the cause of religious freedom in the 

United States. 
First there was the Supreme Court’s 

decision in the Hosanna-Tabor case. The 
Obama administration’s lawyers sought to deny church-
run schools a longstanding exemption from antidiscrimi-
nation laws, meant to safeguard religious schools’ free-
dom to hire and fire employees according to their own 
faith-based criteria. The Court delivered a stinging and 
unanimous rebuke, reaffirming the exemption. 

Then, more famously, came the still-simmering case 
of the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 
mandate requiring all employers, including church-run 
schools, hospitals, and charities, to provide their employ-
ees with health-insurance plans covering contraceptives, 
abortifacients, and sterilization procedures.   

 Let’s be frank: Religion in America  really 
           does enjoy ‘special privileges.’ Here 
       are five reasons—plus one—why it should. 

Let’s be frank: Religion in America really

  Honoring Faith 
          in the Public
   Square   
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H O N O R I N G  F A I T H  I N  T H E  P U B L I C  S Q U A R E

Religious leaders quickly realized that this requirement 
would necessitate the violation of core moral teachings, par-
ticularly for the Roman Catholic Church. Opposition was swift 
and unequivocal, taking the form of a remarkably ecumenical 
coalition. The often fractious Catholic bishops achieved an 
unprecedented degree of unity. They were joined soon enough 
by a broad array of evangelical leaders, such as the president of 
Wheaton College, as well as eminent 
figures from across the full spectrum 
of American religious communities: 
Jews, Muslims, Mormons, Sikhs, and 
so on. Everywhere the rallying cry 
was directed, not to the support of 
specific Catholic doctrines, but to the 
general defense of religious freedom. 

Secular supporters of the admin-
istration seemed both annoyed and 
mystified by the protests. How, won-
dered Ed Kilgore, writing in Wash-
ington Monthly, did “religious free-
dom” ever come to mean “the right to 
have one’s particular religious views 
explicitly reflected in public policy”? 
What gives Catholic bishops the right 
to “contend they should be able to operate a wide range of 
quasi-public services and also enjoy the use of public subsidies, 
while refusing to comply with laws and regulations that contra-
dict their religious or moral teachings”? Were they not in fact 
seeking “a broad zone of immunity from laws they choose to 
regard as offensive”? Were they not seeking “special privileges”?

Notwithstanding the combative tone, these are important 
questions, which deserve a thoughtful and respectful response. 
Religious believers need to prepare themselves to hear such 
questions asked again and again in the years to come, and con-
template how they will answer them. For beneath the contro-
versy about religious liberty is a deeper controversy about the 
nature and status of religion itself in the American legal and 
political order. 

That controversy is nothing new, of course. It runs through 
much of American history, taking on different guises and 
embracing different antagonists and issues at different times. 
But it has achieved a unique importance and potency at this 
historical moment, when we are more intent than ever upon 
upholding the principle of neutrality in all things. What is 
so special about religion, that it should receive any “special 
privileges”? Why should we regard a church or other religious 
association differently than we regard any other social club 
or cultural organization? Why treat the rights and expressive 
liberties of religious adherents any differently than we would 
treat those of other individuals? 

Such questions are a fairly recent development in our his-
tory, and perhaps a sign of the growing secularity of so much 
of our public life. But there is no denying the fact that, in some 
sense, religion and religious institutions are not treated accord-
ing to a principle of strict neutrality. To be sure, the recognition 
and support of “religion” is something dramatically different 

from the establishment of any particular religion, an important 
distinction that the First Amendment sought to codify. The 
fact remains, though, that something like a generic monothe-
ism enjoys a privileged public status in present-day America. 

Examples abound. One still encounters the name of God 
on American currency, in the Pledge of Allegiance, in the 
oaths we take in court, and in the concluding words of presi-

dential speeches. Chaplains are still 
employed by the armed services 
and Congress, and the latter still 
duly commences its sessions with 
prayer. The tax exemption of reli-
gious institutions remains intact 
and seemingly impregnable. We hold 
our most solemn observances, such 
as the National Day of Prayer and 
Remembrance in the wake of 9/11, in 
the Washington National Cathedral, 
and they draw heavily on the liturgi-
cal and musical heritage of Western 
Christianity.

One could compose a long list of 
similar examples. We are a long way 
from being officially secular, even if 

we may be tending in that direction. And however much we 
accept, or claim to accept, a principle of church-state separation, 
it’s better to candidly admit that the two realms are, for better 
or worse, highly resistant to complete separation.   

NO PLACE TO HIDE
Secular critics worry that privileging religion in any way flies 
in the face of church-state separation and represents an ille-
gitimate coercion of conscience. Some religious believers see 
merit in these contentions, particularly the second, in a country 
where freedom of the individual is so often taken to be the very 
sum and essence of religious freedom. 

And indeed, there are respectable religious arguments 
against religion being granted a privileged status. Some of 
them recall the views of Roger Williams, the great American 
dissenter. One of the central arguments against established 
religion is that it inevitably leads, in the long run, to superfici-
ality, faithlessness, coercion, atrophy, and spiritual death. In 
other words, the establishment of religion is bad for religion. 
When one looks at the sad and irrelevant state of the empty 
established churches of Europe today, one sees the power of 
the argument. The bride of Christ has all too often ended up 
a kept woman. 

By contrast, Alexis de Tocqueville was able to see as early 
as the 1830s that the American style of religious freedom, far 
from diminishing the hold of religion, kept it vital and ener-
getic, precisely by making it voluntary. Indeed, many Christians, 
particularly those drawing on the Anabaptist tradition, would 
contend that churches are better off cut loose from entangle-
ment in the polity and its civil religion, and freed to be more 
radical, sacrificial, and faithful. 

But the HHS mandate shows the limits of this approach. 

What is so special about 
religion, that it should 

receive any 
‘special privileges’? 

Why should we regard 
a church or other 

religious association 
diff erently than we 

regard any other social 
club or cultural 

organization?



With an act of comprehensive public policy, designed to be 
universal in character, one does not have the option of declar-
ing one’s independence. There is nowhere to go and no place 
to hide. This shows why the common mischaracterization 
of the Catholic bishops’ grievance is so wrongheaded. They 
are not, in fact, seeking to use public policy to bar Americans, 
or even Catholics, from using and paying for contraceptives. 
Instead, they are merely opposing the use of government’s 
coercive power to compel Catholic organizations to subsidize 
a practice about which they have grave moral objections. But it 
was apparently impermissible to grant even such a seemingly 
small accommodation to the long-settled and fundamental reli-
gious identity of the Catholic Church—an organization that, 
ironically, has a long and consistent record in support of 
universal health care.

The bishops are not insisting that their religious 
views should dominate public policy. They are, 
however, insisting upon being dealt with sepa-
rately, with respect shown for their particular 
commitments. They are presuming that religious 
freedom transcends mere do-what-you-want 
neutrality—that it entails a kind of deference paid 
to religion per se. And that is precisely the point at 
issue. What’s so special about religion, that it should 
be granted such deferential attention? Many people 
deem religion’s “special privileges” needless, embarrassing, 
or downright illegitimate. Can we offer them any arguments 
they’ll find compelling, or at least persuade them to see things 
in a different light? 

To the skeptics, let me offer five such arguments in what 
follows. These surely do not exhaust all the possibilities. But 
they begin to explain why discussion about religious freedom 
needs to move beyond the sterile logic of abstract neutrality. 

F I R S T, T H E R E I S an argument based 
on America’s historical and con-

stitutional roots: Our founding 
tradition links religion, and 

the active encouragement 
of religious belief, to the 
success of the American 
experiment. The Found-
ers had diverse views 

about a variety of mat-
ters, very much including 

their own personal religious 
convictions, but they were in 

complete and emphatic agreement 
about the inescapable importance of religion. 

Examples are plentiful. John Adams insisted that “[m]an 
is constitutionally, essentially and unchangeably a religious 
animal. Neither philosophers or politicians can ever govern him 
any other way.” And the universally respected George Wash-
ington was particularly eloquent in explaining that religion was 
essential to the maintenance of public morality, without which 
a republican government could not survive. The familiar words 

of his Farewell Address in 1796—“Of all the dispositions and 
habits which lead to political prosperity, Religion and morality 
are indispensable supports”—could have been endorsed by 
countless others, like Adams, Benjamin Rush, and John Jay. 

This high regard for religion clearly extended to institutions 
as well as individual beliefs. “If I could have entertained the 
slightest apprehension,” remarked Washington in 1789, “that 
the Constitution framed in the Convention, where I had the 
honor to preside, might possibly endanger the religious rights 
of any ecclesiastical society, certainly I would never have placed 
my signature to it.”

V E R Y W E L L, you may respond, but that was 
then and this is now. Why should we 

feel bound by the Founders’ beliefs 
or their 18th-century mentalities? 

None of the Founders could 
possibly have envisioned the 
diversity of America in the 21st 
century. Their vision assumed 
a degree of cultural uniformity 
beyond our power to restore, 

even if we wanted to. 
True enough. But the very fact 

of that diversity itself leads to a second 
argument for deference to religion, an 

argument rooted in American pluralism: The 
free flourishing of diverse religious identities provides a power-
ful source of moral order and social cohesion. 

There is a reason why histories of American immigration 
and histories of American religion so often end up covering the 
very same territory. From the mid-19th century on, every new 
wave of immigration to America brought peoples for whom a 
set of distinct religious beliefs and practices formed the core of 
their identity. Some of the worst examples of religious prejudice 
in our nation’s history come out of the cultural clashes and 
anxieties of these years, but so too did the idea of pluralism as a 
central feature of American life. As Richard John Neuhaus and 
Peter Berger came to formulate it, “This nation is constituted 
as an exercise in pluralism, as the unum within which myriad 
plures are sustained.” 

We can cheer the persistence of regional, religious, ethnic, 
and other differences, so long as they are not patently unjust in 
character. A society flourishes best when the moral communi-
ties within which consciences are formed—churches, syna-
gogues, mosques, and the like—remain healthy. In America, the 
national purpose rightly understood ought not to undermine 
such particular affinities or purposes, but to strengthen them.

Hence it is essential that religious freedom be understood 
not only as an individual liberty, but also as a corporate liberty, 
a liberty that applies to and inheres in groups, and defends the 
integrity and self-governance of such groups. How could it be 
otherwise? After all, religion, like language, is an inherently 
social thing, quintessentially an activity of groups rather than 
the property of isolated individuals. Religious freedom must be 
understood in this dual aspect, protecting not only the liberty 
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of individuals, but also the liberty of churches and other reli-
gious institutions and communities; protecting their freedom 
to define what they are and what they are not, to control the 
meaning and terms of their membership, to freely exercise 
their faith in the way they choose to raise their children and 
order their community life. 

There are, of course, limits to this autonomy, as there must 
be to all liberties. Religious liberty is not an all-purpose get-
out-of-jail card. Nor can its limits be defined once and for all by 
invoking some pristine abstract principle. But its essential place 
in the healthy life of our pluralistic society should guarantee 
it a high degree of respect. Government should not, there-
fore, burden religious free exercise without an overwhelm-
ingly compelling justification. Congress and the federal courts 
have generally affirmed this principle. 

A T H I R D A R G U M E N T for reli-
gion’s special place is anthro-

pological: Human beings are 
naturally inclined toward 
religion. We are driven to 
relate our understanding 
of the highest things to 
our lives lived in commu-
nity with others. Whether 

our “theotropic” impulses 
derive from in-built endow-

ment, evolutionary adaptation, or 
some other source, the secular order 

ought not to inhibit their expression. 
If believers sense a general willingness to acknowledge 

their legitimate role in public life, they will likely feel a 
stronger and deeper loyalty to the American experiment. 
But if they encounter instead a rigid 
insistence upon a rigorously secularist 
public square, the result could very well 
alienate religious subcultures, whose 
sectarian disaffection could become so 
profound as to threaten the very cohe-
sion of the nation. Secularists who worry 
about religion taking an outsized role in 
public life would be better advised to give 
a little strategic ground on that issue, and 
acknowledge the spiritual dimension in 
our makeup, even if they think it an all-
too-human shortcoming.

Acknowledging our natural religious 
tendencies has an added social benefit: 
it gives room for the development of a 
healthy civil religion. We have an incor-
rigible need to relate secular things to 
ultimate purposes. Civil religion serves this need, promoting 
political and social cohesion by linking the ongoing life of the 
nation to a community of memory, and to transcendent moral 
and spiritual order. Of course, there are better and worse ways 
of doing this. Civil religion can be extremely dangerous, a form 

of playing with fire. It borrows from the energy of specific 
faiths, but always carries the danger of usurping and displacing 
them, and underwriting a pernicious national idolatry. Believ-
ers (and nonbelievers) understandably view it with suspicion, 
and it needs to be kept on a short leash. 

But properly understood, the American civil religion also 
draws upon sources of moral authority that transcend the state. 
As such, it can hold the state accountable to a standard higher 
than itself. A civil religion can be, as Yale sociologist Philip 
Gorski recently argued, “a mediating tradition that allows 
room for both religious and political values.” And the more 
we accord respect to the activities of specific religions in the 
public sphere, the less likely it is that an idolatrous civil religion 
will displace them. 

A F O U R T H A R G U M E N T

might be called the 
“meliorist” argument: 
Religion deserves an 
exalted place in Ameri-
can life because of the 
extensive good works 
religious institutions 
reliably perform. Con-
sider the vast scope of 
charitable, medical, and 
educational activities still 
undertaken by religious groups 
today, not least the Catholic Church. It operates nearly 
7,500 primary and secondary schools, enrolling 2.5 million 
students. It runs 5,600 hospitals (composing nearly 13 per-
cent of American hospitals and 15 percent of hospital beds), 
400 health centers, and 1,500 specialized homes. All told, the 

Church’s institutional network encom-
passes the largest private educational and 
health-care systems in the country. Cath-
olic Charities USA is the seventh-largest 
charity in the nation (the second largest 
being the Salvation Army). 

In addition, a growing body of social-
science research correlates religious belief 
very persuasively with the fostering of 
generosity, law-abidingness, helpful-
ness to others, civic engagement, social 
trust, and many other essential traits. 
High-profile scholars as diverse as Byron 
Johnson, Arthur Brooks, Jonathan Haidt, 
and Robert Putnam have testified to these 
findings. Of course, there will always be 
hypocrites, charlatans, fakes, and abusers 
in religious organizations, as in all walks 

of life. But it would appear that, far from religion being a 
poison, as the late Christopher Hitchens liked to argue, it 
has, at least in America, been an antidote. It seems both inac-
curate and counterproductive to disparage or downplay its 
many benefits.

H O N O R I N G  F A I T H  I N  T H E  P U B L I C  S Q U A R E
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L A S T B U T N O T L E A S T, 
there is the “metaphysi-
cal” argument: Religion 
should have a high place 
in public life because 
religion is humanity’s 
single most impor-
tant body of reflection 
regarding the ultimate 
meaning of the universe and 
the proper conduct of human 
life. It is often said that religious 
freedom is the “first freedom,” since it provides the grounding 
for all our other rights, and empowers us to seek and embrace 
the truth about our existence, and to live our lives in accordance 
with that understanding. This is, or should be, a universal free-
dom, because the great questions of human existence are not 
the exclusive province of professors and savants. They belong 
to us all. Seeking to answer them in fidelity to our hearts and 
consciences is one of the noblest of all human activities. Any 
good society, committed to the flourishing of its members, 
should recognize and encourage that search. To publicly rec-
ognize the valuable place of religion is to declare, emphatically, 
that society values this search, and values the spiritual and 
moral aspirations of its members. And it inscribes at the core 
of our public lives a profound sense of mystery, a humbling 
acknowledgment of those things we cannot know.

But there is even more to the metaphysical argument. 
Indeed, there is a growing recognition that religion serves as 
an indispensible bulwark for human dignity. In our postmod-
ern world, immense bureaucratic governments and sprawl-
ing global corporations, answerable neither to democratic 
restraints nor any well-established code of behavior, threaten 
to devour both liberty and dignity. When these behemoths 
operate in tandem, as increasingly seems the case, they can dis-
solve the delicate fabric of personal freedoms and ennobling 
obligations of which honorable lives and humane societies 
are made. In an era dominated by such massive, impersonal, 
brutishly powerful forces, religion forms an increasingly vital 
counterweight. It is, more than ever, an essential resource 
for upholding human dignity and moral order, for speaking 
truth to power, for giving support to the concept of human 
rights, and for insisting upon the infinite value of the indi-
vidual person. It lends a voice of moral urgency—whether 
celebrating, exhorting, or rebuking—to the otherwise cold 
logic of instrumental rationality. We would be foolish to 
discard or marginalize it. 

Religion has often played this countervailing role, and has 
done so heroically. Evangelical religious conviction provided 
the animating force behind what was arguably the greatest 
reform movement in American history: the 19th-century 
movement to abolish slavery. The moral leadership of Pope 
John Paul II played a key role in bringing about the end of 
communist tyranny in Eastern Europe. We will need religion 
to play a similar role in the years to come. As the sociologist 
José Casanova eloquently argued in his 1994 book Public 

Religions in the Modern World, the modern world runs the 
risk of being “devoured by the inflexible, inhuman logic of 

its own creations” unless it restores a “creative dialogue” 
with the very religious traditions it has eviscerated or aban-
doned. Religion can help save and preserve a precious 
space within which the dignity of the individual can still 
stand and the splendid mystery of our freedom can still 
flourish. But that dialogue will not be fruitful unless we 

sustain and protect the special public standing that religion 
has hitherto enjoyed. 

CAN THE WEST SURVIVE WITHOUT RELIGION?
There is, however, an even deeper question. Can our free-
dom itself, and more generally the rights-based liberalism we 
have come to embrace in the modern West, survive without 
the Judeo-Christian religious assumptions that have hitherto 
accompanied and upheld it? Though himself an atheist, the 
Italian writer Marcello Pera has argued that it cannot—that 
it is impossible to uproot such ideas as human dignity from 
the Christian intellectual soil in which, historically, they were 
nourished. It’s a dangerous illusion, he says, to imagine that 
modern liberal values can be sustained apart from religious 
presuppositions about the nature and destiny of man. Ironically, 
the very possibility of a “secular” realm of politics—which we 
embrace in the West as both inherently good and a necessary 
precondition of religious freedom—may depend upon the 
presence of certain distinctively Christian beliefs, embodied 
in culture as much as in doctrine. 

Thoughtful secularists ought to find this assertion at least 
plausible. Indeed, Pera’s concerns had been precisely antici-
pated by one of the most religiously heterodox figures of early 
American history, Thomas Jefferson. On one of the panels 
decorating the walls of the Jefferson Memorial in Washing-
ton, D.C., appear these searing words: “God who gave us life 
gave us liberty. Can the liberties of a nation be secure when 
we have removed a conviction that these liberties are the gift 
of God? Indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that 
God is just, that his justice cannot sleep forever.” 

Jefferson was speaking in this passage of the moral 
scourge of slavery, and asking, rhetorically, whether there 
could be any moral justification for failing to extend the 
blessings of liberty to all people. But there was a larger 
implicit point: Jefferson was saying that the very possibility 
of liberty itself, the liberty of every man and woman, depends 
upon our prior willingness to understand liberty as a gift 
of God rather than a dispensation of man. In this context, 
the name of God serves as far more than a mere rhetorical 
device. Even a world-class skeptic like Jefferson understood 
that erasing the name of God from the foundations of the 
American order could lead to fearful consequences. Which 
provides yet another reason why upholding the special status 
of religion is not merely reasonable and defensible, but of 
fun damental importance.

Wilfred McClay holds the SunTrust Bank Chair of Excellence in 

Humanities at the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga.
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C O N S T I T U T I O N A L B A T T L E over 
Muslim family law has begun. In 

November 2010, Oklahoma voters 
approved a state constitutional 

amendment banning the use 
of Muslim Shari‘ah and other 

international laws in its state 
courts. This was a direct 

rejoinder to other 
Western nations allowing Muslim citizens to enforce Muslim mar-
riage contracts in state courts and to resolve family law issues before 
Shari‘ah tribunals without state interference. Oklahoma’s citizens 
wanted none of it, and they voted to ban the use of Shari‘ah altogether. 
Twelve other states are discussing comparable measures.

In January 2012, however, a federal appeals court upheld a lower 
federal court injunction of Oklahoma’s amendment. Singling out a 
specific religious law for special prohibition, the court of appeals 
concluded, violated the First Amendment Establishment Clause 
and unjustifiably injured Oklahoma’s Muslim citizens. This leaves 
Oklahoma courts with a stark choice: allow Muslims to use Shari‘ah 
to govern internal religious affairs and the private lives of voluntary 
members, or equally prohibit all religious groups from exercising 
comparable authority through organs of internal mediation, eccle-
siastical discipline, and canon law. 

Oklahoma can likely escape this choice by crafting a more neu-
trally-phrased constitutional amendment. But deft legal drafting 
will not end the matter. As American Muslims grow stronger and 
anti-Muslim sentiment in America goes deeper, constitutional and 
cultural battles over Muslim laws and tribunals will likely escalate.

Many Shari‘ah advocates reject America’s sexual revolution of the 
past half century, built on cultural and constitutional ideals of sexual 
privacy, equality, and autonomy. They reject the easy-in/easy-out 

system of American family law that has brought ruin to so many 
women and children. They reject America’s legal protections for 
nonmarital sex, sodomy, abortion, and same-sex marriage. Distrust-
ing the modern liberal state’s capacity to reform its laws of sexuality, 
marriage, and family life, Shari‘ah advocates want out.

They have two main objectives: to give Muslims the right to opt out 
of the state’s liberal family law into their own religious community’s 
morally rigorous system; and to give Muslim religious officials the 
right to operate that system for voluntary members without undue 
state interference or review.

Some advocates want separate Muslim arbitration tribunals 
that operate alongside the state; others want independent Shari‘ah 
courts akin to those of Native American tribes or those of modern-day 
India. Some are pressing for gradual, piecemeal accommodations of 
Muslim family law, fearing the dominance of one form of Shari‘ah 
over another. Others want more rapid wholesale change in pursuit 
of what they call “family law pluralism.” But the bottom line is the 
same: to allow Muslim communities eventually to become more of 
a law unto themselves in the governance of marriage and family 
life. For the past decade, law journals, blogs, and conferences have 
been full of sophisticated papers pressing this case. Readers can get 
a good sampling of these arguments in two superb new edited vol-
umes: Shari’a in the West (Oxford University Press) and Marriage 
and Divorce in a Multicultural Context (Cambridge University Press).

The three most prominent arguments for the use of Shari‘ah family 
norms and procedures in America (and the rest of the West) are based 
on religious freedom, political liberalism, and nondiscrimination. 
Though each argument seems plausible on the surface, they are all, 
to my mind, fundamentally flawed.

SHARI‘AH AND RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
The first argument centers on religious freedom. Both Western 
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constitutional laws and international human rights norms give robust 
protection to the religious freedom of individuals and groups. Why deny 
peaceful Muslim citizens the freedom to opt out of state laws on sex, 
marriage, and family that run afoul of central faith commandments? 
Why deny them the freedom to order their domestic lives according to 
their own religious norms? Doesn’t freedom of religion protect a sincere 
Muslim against court actions on unilateral divorce or child custody 
that directly contradict the rules of Shari‘ah? Doesn’t it empower a 
pious Muslim man to take four wives into his loving, permanent care, 
in imitation of the Prophet, especially since his secular counterpart can 
live with four women at once and then walk out scot-free?

This argument, however, falsely assumes that claims of conscience 
and religious free exercise must always trump. But this is hardly the 
case in modern democracies, even though religious freedom is cher-
ished. Even the most sincere and zealous conscientious objectors must 
pay taxes, register properties, answer subpoenas, obey court orders, 
answer military conscriptions,  and abide by many other general laws 
that they may not in good conscience wish to obey. If they persist in 
their claims of conscience, they must either leave the country or go to 
prison for contempt. Even the most devout religious believer enjoys 
no immunity from criminal laws against activities like polygamy, child 
marriage, female genital mutilation, or corporal discipline of wives. 
Religious freedom is not a license to engage in crime.  

Muslims who are conscientiously opposed to liberal Western 
laws of sex, marriage, and family are certainly free to ignore them. 
They can live chaste private lives in accordance with Shari‘ah and 

decline to register their religious marriages with the state. But such 
choices also deprive families entirely of the protections, rights, and 
privileges available through the state’s complex laws of marriage and 
family, marital property and inheritance, social welfare, insurance, 
and more. If minors are involved, the state will intervene to ensure 
their protection, support, and education, hearing nothing of free-
exercise objections from parents or community leaders. Western 
Muslims enjoy the same religious freedom as everyone else, but some 
of the special accommodations sought by some Muslim advocates 
today are simply beyond the pale for most Western democracies.

Even further beyond the pale is the argument that corporate reli-
gious freedom gives religious officials the power to govern the sex, 
marriage, and family lives of their voluntary faithful. Most Western 
democracies readily allow religious officials to officiate at weddings, 
testify in divorce cases, assist in the adoption of a child, facilitate the 
rescue of a distressed family member, and the like. Some democracies 
also will uphold religious arbitration awards and mediation settlements 
over domestic issues. But that is a long way from delegating full legal 
power to religious bodies for governing the domestic affairs of their 
voluntary faithful. No democratic state can readily allow a competing 
sovereign to govern such a vital area of life. Family law is too interwo-
ven with other public, private, procedural, and penal laws. And many 
other rights and duties turn on a person’s marital and familial status. 
Surely a democratic citizen’s status, entitlements, and rights cannot 
turn on the judgments of a religious authority operating under none 
of the state’s due process and other procedural constraints.  
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Once a state starts relinquishing sovereignty in 
this fashion, skeptics argue, nothing can prevent the 
gradual development of a rival religious law over sex, 
marriage, and family life, particularly as Muslim com-
munities grow larger and more politically powerful. 
That was why Oklahoma (following several Western 
nations) prohibited the use of Shari‘ah altogether.

SHARI‘AH AND CLASSICAL LIBERALISM
A second argument for Shari‘ah appeals to the philosophi-
cal heart of American constitutional law: classical political 
liberalism. Under classic liberalism, marriage is a pre-
political and pre-legal institution; it comes before the 
state and its positive laws. In his Two Treatises of Gov-
ernment (1690), John Locke called the marital contract 
“the first contract” and “the first society” of men and 
women to emerge from the state of nature. Only upon 
this preexisting foundation of stable marriage contracts 
was the broader social contract built, and thereafter 
contracts to form governments and other associations.

If marriage precedes the state, the argument goes, why should the 
state get exclusive jurisdiction over it? After all, it was 16th-century 
Protestants, not the 18th-century Enlightenment, who gave the state 
the power to govern marriage and family life. Before the Protes-
tant Reformation—and in many Catholic lands well thereafter—the 
Catholic Church’s canon law and church courts governed marriage, 

family, and sexuality. Moreover, even in Protestant 
England until 1857, the state delegated a number of 
marriage and family law questions to church courts. 
Nothing dictates that Western marriage and family law 
be administered by the state. And nothing in liberal-
ism’s contractarian logic requires married couples to 
choose the state, rather than families or religious com-
munities, to govern their domestic lives—particularly 
when the state’s liberal rules diverge so widely from 
their own beliefs and practices.

This argument, however, ignores another elemen-
tary teaching of classical liberalism: Only the state, and 
no private association, can hold the coercive power of 
the sword. In liberal democracies, the people grant the 
government this coercive power over individuals, but 
only in exchange for strict guarantees of due process 
of law, equal protection under the law, and respect 
for fundamental rights. A comprehensive system of 
marriage and family law—let alone the many related 

legal systems of inheritance, trusts, family property, children’s rights, 
education, social welfare, and more—cannot long operate without 
coercive power. It needs police, prosecutors, and prisons; subpoenas, 
fines, and contempt orders; material, physical, and corporal sanctions. 
Moral suasion and example, coupled with communal approbation 
and censure, can certainly do part of the work. But a properly func-
tioning marriage and family law system requires all these coercive 
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instruments of government. And no religious authority can wield 
coercive power.

SHARI‘AH AND RELIGIOUS EQUALITY
The third argument for Shari‘ah appeals to norms of religious equality 
and nondiscrimination. After all, many Western Christians have reli-
gious tribunals to govern their internal affairs, including some family 
matters. State courts will respect their judgments, even if their cases 
are appealed to Rome, Canterbury, or Moscow. No one is talking of 
abolishing these Christian church courts or trimming their power. 
No one seems to think these Christian tribunals are illegitimate, even 
when some of them seem to discriminate against women in decisions 
about ordination and church leadership. Similarly, Jews are given wide 
authority to operate Jewish law courts to arbitrate marital, financial, 
and other disputes. Indeed, in New York State by statute, and in sev-
eral European nations by custom, courts will not issue a civil divorce 
to an Orthodox Jewish couple unless the Jewish law court, the beth 
din, issues a religious divorce, even though Jewish law systematically 
discriminates against the wife’s right to divorce. If Christians can have 
their canon laws and consistory courts, and Jews their Halacha and 
beth din, then why can’t Muslims use Shari‘ah and Islamic courts?

This argument takes more effort to parry. A useful starting point 
is the quip of former U.S. Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell 
Holmes Jr.: “The life of the law has not been logic, but experience.” 
Holmes’s adage has bearing on this issue. The current accommoda-
tions made to the alternative legal systems of Christians, Jews, first 

peoples, and others in the West were not born overnight. They came 
only after centuries of sometimes hard and cruel experience, with 
gradual adjustments and accommodations on both sides.  

It is discomfiting but essential to remember that Jews were the 
perennial pariahs of the West for nearly two millennia, consigned 
at best to second-class status, and periodically subject to waves of 
brutality—whether imposed by Germanic purges, medieval pogroms, 
early modern massacres, or the 20th-century Holocaust. Living in 
perennial Diaspora since the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, Jews 
have experienced a wide variety of legal cultures. After the third cen-
tury, the rabbis developed the important concept of dina d’malkhuta 
dina (“the law of the community is the law”). This meant that Jews 
accepted the law of the legitimate and peaceful secular ruler, unless 
it conflicted with core Jewish laws. Over time, they learned which 
secular laws and practices could be accommodated, and which had 
to be resisted even at the risk of life and limb. This technique led to 
ample innovation and diversity of Jewish law over time and across 
cultures, enabling the Jews to endure great persecution. 

In turn, Western democracies—particularly in the aftermath of 
the Holocaust—have gradually come to accommodate core Jewish 
laws and practices. Today, Western Jews generally get Sabbath day 
accommodations, access to kosher food, freedom to wear yarmulkes 
in public places, and recourse to zoning, land use, and building char-
ters for their synagogues, charities, and schools. But all this occurred 
only in the past two generations, and only after endless litigation and 
lobbying in state courts and legislatures. At times, even those gains 
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crumble around the edges.
Moreover, Jewish law courts have gained the right to decide some 

of the domestic and financial affairs of Jews who voluntarily elect to 
arbitrate their disputes before them. Unlike their medieval and early 
modern predecessors, modern Jewish law courts leave many issues to 
the state. They do not claim authority over all of Jewish sex, marriage, 
and family life. Having abandoned physical coercion and sanctions, 
they claim no authority beyond persuasion to stop a disputant from 
walking out of court and out of the Jewish community altogether.

THREE LESSONS  
This story of Jewish accommodation holds three lessons for Shari‘ah 
advocates. First, it takes time and patience for a secular legal system 
to adjust to the realities and needs of new religious groups. The hard-
won accommodations enjoyed by modern Jewish law and culture 
cannot be effortlessly transposed into the Muslim context. Muslims 
simply do not have the same history of persecution that the Jews 
have faced in the West. Nor do they have a long enough track record 
of litigation and lobbying. Concessions and accommodations will 
come, but only with time, persistence, and patience.

Second, it takes flexibility and innovation on the part of the reli-
gious community to win accommodations from secular laws and 
cultures. Not every religious belief can be claimed as central; not 
every religious practice can be worth dying for. Over time, and only 
grudgingly, Western democracies learned to accommodate the 
core religious beliefs and practices of Jewish communities. Muslim 

communities need to emulate the Jews. Islamic laws and cultures 
have changed dramatically over time, and modern-day Islam now 
features immense variety. That provides ample opportunity and 
incentive for Muslim Diaspora communities to make necessary 
adjustments to Western life, and to sort out core from more discre-
tionary religious practices.

Third, religious communities, in turn, have to accommodate—or 
at least tolerate—the core constitutional and cultural values of their 
secular host nations. No Western nation will readily grant concessions 
to a religious community that rejects liberty, equality, and fraternity, 
or human rights, democracy, and rule of law.

So far, a small, brave band of mostly Western-trained Muslim 
intellectuals and jurists have called for the full embrace of democracy 
and human rights in and on Muslim terms. These are highly promis-
ing arguments. It’s worth remembering that only within the context 
of early modern revolutions against tyranny was the West driven to 
develop many of the core democratic and constitutional values that 
we still cherish. Something similar might eventually emerge from the 
current revolutions against tyranny in the Arab and broader Muslim 
world. Over time, Islam might well present a beneficial new way of 
thinking about human rights and democratic government, and a new 
way of relating law, religion, and the family. 

John Witte Jr. is Jonas Robitscher Professor of Law, Alonzo L. McDonald 

Distinguished Professor, and director of the Center for the Study of Law 

and Religion at Emory University School of Law.
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N A R E C E N T S U N D A Y N I G H T, I sat on the 
floor at church, with my 3-year-old climbing 
in and out of my lap. As an introduction to a 

teaching series on fear, we had broken into small 
groups to answer the question: “What things are 

people your age most afraid of?”     
I spoke of the maternal fears I share with all my 30-something mom 

friends: injury, illness, death, sadness for our children. The response 
of the other two group members surprised me, if only for their candor. 
Both 20-somethings in full-time Christian ministry, they were afraid 
of “getting it wrong” in the next decade—of wasting the years, making 
wrong decisions, and having to backpedal and start over. One guy put 
it this way: “I don’t want to set myself up for a midlife crisis, where I 
say, ‘What have I done with my life so far?’”  

It is a fear I know well, having spent my 20s feeling much the same 
way. The plethora of choices—vocational, relational, and geographi-
cal—and the silence of my culture about its expectations often left me 
feeling paralyzed. In the words of songwriter David Wilcox, “I was 
dead with deciding—afraid to choose. I was mourning the loss of the 
choices I’d lose.” Several publications at the time, including a book 
entitled Quarterlife Crisis, made it clear that I was not alone.  

On the other side of that decade, I find myself among a crowd with 
a different fear—or perhaps the same fear with a different face. That 
same Sunday night, another friend, in his late 30s, talked about the 
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It’s not imitating Christ, 
       but union with him that
     makes the diff erence.

 By Sarah Lebhar Hall
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frightening realization that all his hopes and goals for life would not 
be met. This particular friend has 2-year-old twins, one of whom 
has serious medical problems; his sweet little life has required his 
parents’ energies in ways they never expected. Whether because of 
the limitations of time or circumstance, many things we want to do 
in our lives, and with our lives for God’s kingdom, are often beyond 
our grasp. Life doesn’t unfold the way we expect.  

While I hear 20-somethings asking, “What if my life doesn’t go
anywhere?” I hear my peers sighing, “My life isn’t going where I 
thought it would go.” Somewhere along the line, we feel, things have 
gone off track.  

In just the past month, I have heard several Christians articulate 
surprise at the turns their lives have taken: “I never thought adul-
tery would happen to me,” “I never could have imagined myself as 
a widow,” “I don’t want to be the mother of a deceased daughter.” 
Each deviation from our expectations of “normalcy” can leave us 
confused and recalibrating. How do we cope with the suspense of 
life in such an unpredictable world? How do we deal with the fear 
that our lives will be disappointing—to us or to God?

‘JOINED TO THE LORD’
The good news from the Scriptures is this: No follower of Jesus is 
an isolated entity, living out a solitary, potentially tragic plot line. 
The life story of a disciple is inextricably linked with the life story of 
Jesus. Each of us is connected to Jesus as a branch is connected to 
the vine, a body part is connected to the head, or a wife is connected 

to her husband (John 15; 
Eph. 4:15–16; Eph. 5:31–32). 
In fact, the truth gets even 
more shocking: As the Father 
is in Jesus, and he is in the 
Father, so are we “in” Christ, 
and he in us (John 17:20–26). 
In other words, in the same 
way that the Father and the 
Son are connected to one 
another, so we are connected 
with the Son by the work of 
his Spirit. We are “joined to 
the Lord” (1 Cor. 6:17, ESV). 

The possibility is stagger-
ing: that I, a creature, might 
have my life linked—actually, 
organically, eternally linked—
to the Son of God himself. 
Like a freight car coupled 
with an engine, where Jesus 
goes, I go. What happens to 

him, happens to me. I follow him and share his life, his character, his 
suffering, his future, his inheritance, even his reign with the Father.  

While this reality, known as the doctrine of “union with Christ,” 
has received a lot of attention throughout Christian history, it is often 
ignored in the modern church. But it is incredibly good news for 
those of us who wrestle with the uncertainty and disappointment 
of life on earth. Because we are “in Christ,” because his life is ours, 
our fundamental life story has already been written.  

As one who has “put on” Christ in baptism (Gal. 3:27, ESV), my 
life has a predictable trajectory. I will live, like Jesus, through suffer-
ing and sacrifice, rejoicing and rejection, obedience and fellowship, 
service and sadness, death and resurrection. And my life will end, 
like his, in glory. This is how Jesus experienced our fallen world. 
This is how I will experience it too. My life “path” has already been 
mapped out by Jesus, who calls himself the “way” (John 14:6). This 
road goes through suffering and death to life and glory. The script 
is already written.

In fact, the New Testament often speaks about the details of my 
life in Christ in the past tense. It is a done deal. I (that is, my old self) 
was crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:3–6). God raised me up with him 
and seated me with him in heaven (Eph. 2:6; Col. 3:1). Because of 
these realities, I can be just as sure of what will happen in my future. 
The reality of Christ in me is my “hope of glory” (Col. 1:27). Because 
Jesus is my life, I know how my life will end. “When Christ, who is 
your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory” (Col. 
3:4, emphasis added).

IF I AM UNITED WITH CHRIST . . .
All of this takes the pressure off my experience of life now. It does 
so in a few ways:

If I am united with Christ, my focus can be on staying connected 
to Jesus. I don’t have to obsess about the particulars of the deci-
sions before me. Do I take this job? Move to this city? Marry this 
person? Have another child? Yes, I will discern these things best in 
relationship with Jesus. And yes, God, as a loving Father, certainly 
cares about them. But these are not ultimately the defining questions 
of my life. Think about Jesus’ image of the vine and the branches. 
Look at an individual branch. What matters most? Which direction 
it grows? Whether it twines to the left or the right? Of course not. 
What matters most to its health and well-being is simply whether it 
is still connected to the vine, and whether the vine is alive and thriv-
ing (which Jesus is). As far as life direction goes, the most important 
questions sound more like this: Am I feeding myself on Jesus? Am I 
hearing his words and putting them into practice? Am I loving him 
with all my heart? Am I living in his body, the church? These ques-
tions are usually easier to consider, and should be less angst-ridden.                    

If I am united with Christ, then my life will take on not only the 
direction of Jesus’ life, but its quality. We spend a lot of time thinking 
about the “plot” of our lives. God is apparently much more interested 
in character development. The reality of my union with Jesus speaks 
to both. Because Jesus is living in me by his Spirit, my character gradu-
ally conforms to his character (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18; Gal. 4:19; Col. 
3:10). In other words, holiness happens from the inside out. It’s not 
about me, struggling away out here in my world, trying to be more 
like Jesus. Instead, it’s Jesus, living in my heart (Eph. 3:17), making 
his home in me (John 14:23), who is remodeling his own house. This 
was, in fact, the primary point of Jesus’ incarnation for our redemp-
tion. As Martin Luther put it, “The Logos [Jesus, the Word] puts on 
our form and pattern, our image and likeness, so that it may clothe us 
with its image, its pattern, and its likeness.” It is freeing to take our 
eyes off the unknowable variables of our future, and focus instead 
on cooperating with the Spirit of God as he works to transform our 
hearts into the image of Jesus. That transformation is one thing we 
can be certain God has in store for our lives. 

While I hear 
20-somethings 
asking, ‘What if 
my life doesn’t go 
anywhere?’ I hear 
my 30-something 
peers sighing, 
‘My life isn’t going 
where I thought 
it would go.’ 
Somewhere along 
the line, we feel, 
things have gone 
off  track. 
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If I am united with Christ, I get to enjoy his victory. Now. I think of 
Sarah Hughes, figure skating her way to an unexpected gold medal 
in the 2002 Olympics. As a 16-year-old, coming into the final event 
in fourth place, she didn’t have much to lose. While the top three 
contenders competed, we held our breath for each jump, each land-
ing, each combination. Every movement had the power to guarantee 
either victory or defeat. But Hughes was fun to watch, because she 
was clearly having fun. “I didn’t really go out and skate for a gold 
medal,” she told an interviewer that evening, “I went out and had a 
great time.” She skated as though it were a prize to simply be at the 
Olympics. She skated with an exuberant, reckless abandon. That 
freedom enabled her to give the best performance of her life.

Our life as disciples, united with Christ, should be a lot like that. 
Jesus has already won the medal for us. The prize is ours. We get to 

enjoy the event, to marvel at the privilege of being included in the 
games. As A. J. Gordon writes in his classic book In Christ, “He who 
is in Christ fights from victory in his very attempt to fight for victory.”

If I am united with Christ, my life—even my pain—is sweetened by 
fellowship with the Trinity. Whenever my husband and I hug each 
other in the kitchen, my 3-year-old daughter is inevitably there 
within two seconds. She squeezes through our legs until she’s right 
in between us, at which point she announces: “Family hug!” She sees 
our love for one another, and she wants in.  

Because of our union with Jesus we can join the Trinity’s family 
embrace: “On that day you will realize that I am in my Father, and 
you are in me, and I am in you. Whoever has my commands and 
keeps them is the one who loves me. The one who loves me will 
be loved by my Father, and I too will love them and show myself to 
them. . . . My Father will love them, and we will come to them and 
make our home with them” (John 14:20–23).

The Christian life is not simply a matter of “pain now, gain later.” 
We are given—right now—incredible fellowship with God. Eternal 
life is knowing him (John 17:3). We have been enveloped in God’s 
family hug, and we live all of life within the warmth and security 
of that embrace.

If I am united with Christ, suffering is not a deviation or a dead 
end. For some reason, and I know this is insanity, I expect my life to 

proceed smoothly. When it is interrupted by pain, I feel surprised 
and angry. But if I am in Christ, I can expect suffering to be a normal 
part of my discipleship. It is not a detour from Plan A, but an expected 
component of life with Jesus. In fact, it is an opportunity to participate 
in Jesus’ life, to share in his sufferings (for he suffers with us), and 
to have his resurrection made known in my body (2 Cor. 4:10–11).
That can radically change my experience of suffering. Gordon writes, 

Both suffering and death, while they are the common and in-
evitable heritage of the race, may in the believer’s case be so 
linked into union with the cross and passion of his Lord, that 
they shall in a certain sense be transformed from inflictions 
into sacrifices.

Our suffering is not a pointless impediment to 
our productivity or fruitfulness. It is something 
we share with Jesus, for the good of our souls and 
of his kingdom.

If I am united with Christ, I am freed from my 
fears. My 5-year-old son is a space buff. Conse-
quently, we have done a lot of reading with him 
about the U.S. space program. His favorite mis-
sion is Apollo 11, the first to land on the moon. My 
husband recently found himself wishing he could 
have been on that incredible mission. Then he 
realized how little he would have actually enjoyed 
it, because of the sheer terror of not knowing 
whether he’d get back to earth safely. He imagined 
it—being confined inside a tiny metal box, hun-
dreds of thousands of miles away from his home 
planet, while any one of a million things could 
have gone wrong and killed him instantly—and 
concluded that his fear would have overshadowed 

any real appreciation of the adventure. The story of Apollo 11 seems 
nothing but glorious now, but that is only because we know how it 
ended. I suspect that Buzz Aldrin, Michael Collins, and the late Neil 
Armstrong would have given anything to relive their mission with 
the knowledge that they would come home safely.  

Jesus wants us to know the ending of our story. Otherwise, the 
terror of the unknown would distract us from living life to the full-
est. Because we are united to Christ, when we look at him, we see 
the end of our story. We do get to come home safely. That changes 
our experience of this “mission” that is our lives. We can live them 
joyfully, as adventure stories and not tragedies in the making. 

May we rest in the security of our union with Christ. We are 
tethered—to a strong character, to a settled plot—and will not disap-
pear into deep space. Let us embrace our unpredictable seasons of 
life as those who are confident in the quality of the plot, committed 
to character development, and enjoying our relationship with the 
protagonist. Christ in us is “the hope of glory.” And hope does not 
disappoint us (Rom. 5:5).

Sarah Lebhar Hall is an adjunct professor of biblical studies at Gordon-

Conwell Theological Seminary and Trinity School for Ministry.

Go to ChristianBibleStudies.com for “Fear-free Living,” a Bible study based 

on this article.

I will live, like 
Jesus, through 
suff ering and 
sacrifi ce, rejoicing 
and rejection, 
obedience and 
fellowship, service 
and sadness, death 
and resurrection. 
And my life will 
end, like his, in 
glory.
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’M N O T S U R E when I started hearing 
more about “the common good” from 
fellow Christians. But I’m pretty sure 
Christianity Today had something 
to do with it. This magazine spent 
2005 exploring pastor Tim Keller’s 
proposal that Christians be “a coun-
terculture for the common good.” 
Now we’re in the midst of This Is 

Our City: two years’ worth of articles, docu-
mentary films, and events for leaders in cities 
around North America. Our team has realized 
that what we’re really looking for are what 
we are calling “common-good decisions”—
times when Christians make choices, some 
small and relatively easy (say, volunteering 
in a neighborhood school), others major and 
costly (say, moving into a tough school dis-
trict), to seek the good of their neighborhoods.

The phrase also comes up in the peren-
nial but newly vigorous conversation about 
the role Christians should play in American 

culture. Gordon College president Michael 
Lindsay titled his 2011 inaugural address 
“Faithful Leadership for the Common Good.” 
Gabe Lyons, who convenes diverse church 
and civic leaders every year at the Q confer-
ence, describes its mission as “ideas for the 
common good.” (Full disclosure: Lindsay 
and Lyons are friends, and their organiza-
tions have been the recipients of my fam-
ily’s financial support and have paid me for 
speaking engagements.) The phrase appears 
three times in the National Association of 
Evangelicals’ (NAE) 2001 “call to civic respon-
sibility” titled “For the Health of the Nation,” 
which CT editor in chief David Neff helped 
draft. After longtime vice president Richard 
Cizik left the NAE, he founded a new group 
called the New Evangelical Partnership for 
the Common Good. 

But a slogan isn’t the same thing as a 
vision. And the more I’ve thought about 
and vigorously promoted the phrase “the 

common good,” the less I’m sure we know 
what we mean by it.

THE COMMON WHAT?
All by itself, “the common good” is as vague as 
fine-sounding phrases tend to be. And being 
fine-sounding and vague, it easily becomes 
political pabulum to promote whatever poli-
cies the speaker wants to advance. Not sur-
prisingly, it arises at times when politicians 
want to justify imposing costs on some part 
of society, as when Hillary Rodham Clinton 
told a group of donors in 2004, “We’re going 
to take things away from you on behalf of the 
common good.” To some ears, “the common 
good” echoes communism’s demands that 
all lesser goods yield to the construction of a 
people’s paradise. At the least, when we hear 
that some sacrifice will serve “the common 
good,” it’s reasonable to ask, “Sez who?”

It’s also reasonable to ask how far Chris-
tians can pursue a common good alongside 

Why Christians need to revive the 
historically rich phrase. By Andy Crouch

I

WHAT’S SO GREAT 
ABOUT ‘THE 

COMMON GOOD’?
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people who believe in very different goods 
from us, or who question whether we can 
call anything “good” at all. It’s not just Chris-
tians who wonder about this: Secular thinkers 
have pushed back against the phrase on the 
grounds that no pluralistic society has the right 
to dictate a vision of the good for all its mem-
bers. That was fine for European societies in 
the Dark Ages, they imply. But in the diverse 
and doubting 21st century, we have to settle 
for something thinner, something we can all 
agree on without stepping on one another’s 
metaphysical toes—allowing everyone “the 
pursuit of happiness” and calling it a day.

Christians, meanwhile, have reason to 
question visions of a world made right that 
omit the judgment, mercy, and grace of God. 
“The common good” has an awfully this-
worldly ring to it. To believe we humans 
can achieve good on our own, even working 
together, without the radical intervention of 
God, is ultimately to deny the doctrines of 

Creation, Cross, Resurrection, and Second 
Coming, just for starters. To exchange the 
dramatic biblical vision of history for “the 
common good” might seem like trading our 
birthright for a bowl of lukewarm oatmeal.

So, with all these weaknesses, why should 
Christians embrace the phrase?

Because it was these very follies that 
prompted Christians to recover the language 
of “the common good” in the first place. 

AN OLD IDEA
To understand the revival of “the common 
good,” we need to understand the man who 
did more than anyone else to restore it to 
Christian currency. Vincenzo Gioacchino 
Raffaele Luigi Pecci became Pope Leo XIII 
at a time when the papacy was descending. 
For a thousand years, the pope had been both 
a spiritual leader and a temporal ruler, com-
manding the allegiance of kings and directing 
affairs of state. But in 1870, Italian armies 

conquered the “Papal States,” regions once 
ruled by the Church, leaving the pope to 
govern only a tiny enclave of Rome. If the 
pope was not a ruler among rulers, what was 
he? That was the question Leo confronted 
when he began his 25-year papacy in 1878.

“[Leo] saw himself as a teacher . . . who 
sought a dialogue with the emerging secular 
powers of Europe,” Bradley Lewis, associ-
ate professor of philosophy at the Catholic 
University of America, told me. “Engaging 
with the culture was a key theme of Leo’s 
pontificate. He wrote 85 encyclicals on all 
kinds of topics.” (John Paul II wrote 14 of 
these authoritative letters during a papacy 
of comparable length.) 

In Leo’s circumstances, we recognize 
a parallel to the circumstances of North 

Phoenix Rising: Ian Danley (center) and Ricardo 
Zamudio (right) pursue their city’s common good 
through community ministry and activism.
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American Protestants over the past cen-
tury—once dominant in cultural institutions 
but increasingly sidelined from direct control. 
But rather than retreating from defining the 
Christian voice in a secular world, Leo and 
his advisers rose to the challenge, above all 
by returning to the reasoned philosophy of 
Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas’s work, informed by 
Aristotle and conversant with insurgent Islam, 
was the high-water mark of Catholic thought. 
And it was from Aquinas that Leo borrowed 

the language of the common good for his most 
influential encyclical, Rerum Novarum. 

Rerum novarum simply means “of new 
things,” and the new things Leo had in mind 
were quite literally revolutionary: the rise of 
socialism and other workers’ movements that 
addressed the inequities of the new industrial 
world. Beyond seeking just wages, socialists 
scorned church and family and invested nearly 
messianic hope in a new government that 
would collectivize property and give power 
to the proletariat. A hundred years after the 
Russian Revolution, the flaws of the socialist 
vision (and the communism that followed 
it) are clear, but in Leo’s time, the socialists 
seemed to have history on their side.

Rerum Novarum was a bold response 
to both the plight of workers and the 

scorched-earth progressivism of the social-
ists. Leo agreed that workers deserved a fair 
wage—indeed, he was one of the first think-
ers to posit that wages should be sufficient 
to allow hard-working people to provide for 
their families. But he insisted that the socialist 
dream of a property-free world, liberated from 
traditional virtues and relationships, would be 
disastrous. In particular, Leo argued that pri-
vate property was not just a matter of private 
interest; when individuals tended to their own 

land and possessions faithfully, they made a 
crucial contribution to “the common good.”

Rerum Novarum launched the movement 
called Catholic social thought. Successive 
popes and other Christian thinkers picked up 
on Leo’s themes, defining the common good 
as “the sum total of social conditions which 
allow people, either as groups or as individu-
als, to reach their fulfillment more fully and 
more easily.” Two ideas are particularly sig-
nificant in this definition. The common good 
is measured by fulfillment or flourishing—by 
human beings becoming all they are meant to 
be. And the common good is about persons, 
both groups and individuals—not just about 
“humanity” but about humans, and not just 
about individuals but about persons in rela-
tionship with one another in small groups. 

While Rerum Novarum 
did not prevent the rise of 
communism in Eastern 
Europe, it did help Christians 
resist its totalizing world-
view even through decades 
of repression. One of those 
Christians, a Polish priest 
named Karol Wojtyła, occu-
pied Leo’s chair and played 
a pivotal role in the demise 
of the system whose bale-
ful consequences Leo had 
foreseen.

SMALL IS GOOD
The common good can help us avoid two 
modern temptations—one on the left and one 
on the right. “Leftists tend to be concerned 
about ‘humanity’ as a collective,” Notre 
Dame sociologist Christian Smith told me via 
e-mail. “If some heads have to roll to improve 
humanity’s lot, so be it. A commitment to the 
common good opposes that entirely. Each and 
every person has dignity—the good society is 
one which allows the thriving of all persons, 
especially the weak and vulnerable.”

And yet, Smith pointed out, “the common 
good” challenges the libertarian stream of 
conservatism as well: “Individualists only 
want to see each individual live as they please, 
as long as they don’t obstruct the ability of 
other individuals to do the same. They don’t 
think anything is ‘common,’ except whatever 
minimal infrastructures are needed to create 
equal opportunity.”

Focusing on the common good has 
another positive effect, Smith noted: It can 
both draw Christians into engagement with 
the wider society and prevent that engage-
ment from becoming “all about politics.” 
Essential to the common good, all the way 
back through Aquinas to Aristotle, has been 
the insight that the best forms of human flour-
ishing happen in collectives that are smaller 
than, and whose origins are earlier than, the 
nation-state. Family above all, but also con-
gregations, guilds, and clubs—these “private 
associations,” with all their particular loyal-
ties, paradoxically turn out to be essential to 
public flourishing. If we commit ourselves 
to the common good, we must become more 

If we are not off ering our neighbors the 
ultimate common good—the knowledge 
and love of God—we are not taking the 
idea of the common good seriously.

Good Eats: For grocery owner 
Donnie Caffery, pursuing the 
common good means promoting 
nutritional eating.
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public in our thinking and choices, and at the 
same time not too public. The common good 
is sustained most deeply where people know 
each other’s names and faces—especially 
when it comes to the care of the vulnerable, 
who need more than policies to flourish.

Seeking the common good in its deep-
est sense means continually insisting that 
persons are of infinite worth—worth more 
than any system, any institution, or any cause. 
Societies are graded on a curve, with the fate 
of the most vulnerable given the most weight, 
because the fate of the most vulnerable tells 
us whether a society truly values persons as 
ends or just as means to an end.

And the common good continually 
reminds us that persons flourish in the small 
societies that best recognize them as per-
sons—in family and the face-to-face associa-

tions of healthy workplaces, schools, teams, 
and of course churches. Though it is a big 
phrase, “the common good” reminds us that 
the right scale for human flourishing is small 
and specific, and that the larger institutions 
of culture make their greatest contribution 
to flourishing when they resist absorbing all 
smaller allegiances.

THE ULTIMATE GOOD
For a while, the Q conference used the 

tagline, “Ideas that create a better world.” 
But Gabe Lyons became dissatisfied with 
it. “I saw an ad for ‘furniture that creates a 
better world.’ I wanted something with much 
more Christian grounding, something that 
would give us a definition of what the ‘better 
world’ is.” For Lyons, “the common good” in 
its Christian definition is especially valuable 
for insisting on the dignity of every person. 
Lyons distinguishes the common good—“the 
most good for all people”—from narrower 
ideas like “the public interest,” which he 
paraphrases as “the most good for the most 
people.” The common good, Lyons says, is 
not another word for utilitarianism—doing 
whatever would make the greatest number 
of people happiest, even if some people have 
to suffer. Instead, it is a bulwark against utili-
tarian calculations that might conclude, for 

example, that “a better world would be one 
without disabled people.”

But Lyons also thinks “the common good” 
helps Christians better articulate their com-
mitment to a pluralistic society. There was a 
time when Christians might have focused on 
“caring for those who believe like we believe,” 
says the Liberty University alumnus. “But 
the common good requires us to care for all 
people—loving our neighbor no matter what 
they believe.”

Seeking the common good, then, requires 
taking the phrase as seriously as its rich his-
tory demands. And this richer version of the 
common good could have beneficial effects. 

First, the common good can give us 
common ground with our neighbors. We 
may not agree with them—indeed, Chris-
tians don’t always agree with one another—
about what exactly human flourishing looks 
like. But the common good is a conversation 
starter rather than a conversation ender. It 
can move us away from pitched battles over 
particular issues and help us reveal the fun-
damental questions that often lie unexplored 
behind them. In a time when many conver-
sations between people with different con-
victions seem to end before they begin, we 
simply need more conversation starters. 

But equally important, the common good 
allows us to stake out our Christian convic-
tions about what is good for humans—and 
to dare our neighbors to clarify their own 
convictions. “In the simplest sense,” Brad-
ley Lewis said, “the common good is God. 
It is God who satisfies what people need, 
individually and communally.” Adopting the 
language of the common good means owning 
this bedrock Christian belief and proclaiming 
it to our neighbors. If we are not offering our 
neighbors the ultimate common good—the 
knowledge and love of God—we are not taking 
the idea of the common good seriously.

Perhaps best of all, the common good is a 
matter of choices, not just ideas. And those 
choices are often local, not grand social 
schemes. My decisions about where to live 
and what to eat and buy, as well as what 
to grow and create, whom to befriend and 
where to volunteer, whom to employ and 
how much to pay, aren’t just about my private 
fulfillment. They will also either contribute 
to others’ flourishing or undermine it. 

Indeed, all things that are truly good are 
common goods, meant to be shared and enjoyed 
together. And if the return of “the common 
good” reminds us of that truth and that hope, 
and shapes the way we live among our neigh-
bors, it will have done a world of good.

Andy Crouch, executive producer of This Is Our 

City, is the author of Culture Making: Recovering 

Our Creative Calling(InterVarsity Press) and a 

forthcoming book on power. 

School Choice: When the local newspaper won-
dered aloud why no one in Don Coleman’s com-
munity was running for Richmond school board, 
Coleman stepped up to the challenge.
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We’d love to hear how This Is 
Our City has prompted your own 
common-good decisions. Let us 
know. Take the 15-minute survey 
at MoreCT.com/citysurvey.
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I T H A L L T H E T W I S T S A N D T U R N S that 
led to his vocation, Chuck Proudfit might 
never have gotten there without the quest 

for more efficient toilet paper.
He was fresh out of college working for 

Procter & Gamble at the time. The company 
had scooped up the gifted entrepreneur after 
he graduated from Harvard. Proudfit had 
already launched a laser-printing business 

when he was a sophomore, selling it to Harvard upon graduation. 
Now he was on the fast track in the Cincinnati headquarters of Procter 
& Gamble. And one of his first jobs was to oversee a project whose 
objective was to fit fewer sheets on a toilet paper roll.

And then, he says, he had “a meltdown.” Surely, he thought, there 
was more to life. 

He pursued that “more” while he advanced in the business world 
over the next decade. That journey included running a large division 
of the Gallo wine empire on the West Coast, then returning to Ohio 
as a high-level manager for LensCrafters. All the while, he was read-
ing voraciously about the major religions, searching for the truth. 

He finally discovered it, he says, in Christ. Proudfit says he was 
eager to “apply my new faith to every area of my life, including 

my work.” But when he looked to his church for guidance, he was 
stymied. 

“The local church doesn’t deal much with everyday realities for 
the working people in the pews,” he laments. So, “more out of exas-
peration than inspiration,” Proudfit founded the Cincinnati-based 
marketplace ministry At Work on Purpose (AWOP).

That AWOP formed independently of the church is common, says 
Princeton University scholar David W. Miller. Author of God at Work: 
The History and Promise of the Faith at Work Movement, Miller notes 
that most marketplace ministries “have formed outside the author-
ity, involvement, or impetus of the church.” What is uncommon is 
AWOP’s holistic approach to integrating faith and work among its 
5,000-plus members in the Cincinnati metro area. It’s moving past 
a narrow focus on workplace evangelism to include ethics, social 
responsibility, and citywide engagement—a model that more mar-
ketplace ministries are embracing across the nation. 

MORE THAN CUBICLE EVANGELISM
According to Miller, most marketplace ministries since the 1980s 
have focused on personal integration. And most model one of four 
ways of integrating faith and work, what he calls the four Es:

•Evangelism, training members in sharing their faith with 

How businesses are doing more holistic
ministry than ever. By Amy L. Sherman
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co-workers, launching Bible studies, 
or bringing in Christian chaplains for 
the company. 

• Ethics, providing encourage-
ment and accountability to busi-
nesspeople to help them maintain 
biblical standards of behavior. A few 
go beyond this to addressing broader ethical issues at the “mezzo” 
or corporate level and the “macro” or societal level. 

• Enrichment, including “healing, prayer, meditation, conscious-
ness, transformation, and self-actualization.” 

• Experience, in which groups tackle questions of vocation, calling, 
meaning, and purpose, and help members explore both the intrinsic 
and extrinsic value of work.

But one weakness of today’s faith and work movement, says Miller, 
is that not enough ministries provide a robust, comprehensive inte-
gration that incorporates all four Es. 

AWOP is trying to. It is ahead of many marketplace ministries in its 
size and focus on everything from evangelism to advancing positive 
reforms in industrial sectors to mobilizing marketplace leaders for 
citywide transformation. According to researcher Jason Benedict, 
strategist at Regent University’s Center for Entrepreneurship in 

Virginia Beach, Virginia, AWOP “provides one of the nation’s most 
comprehensive approaches to marketplace ministry.” Portland, Little 
Rock, and Jacksonville have similar initiatives, Benedict reports, but 
these “don’t seem to be as large or as well-organized as Cincinnati.”

Launching in 2003, AWOP’s first mission was to help Christians 
throughout metro Cincinnati bridge the faith and work divide, offer-
ing Bible study and prayer groups for like-minded businesspeople. 

But Proudfit wanted AWOP to bridge other divides as well. “This is 
a city filled with divisions,” he says. “We have the Catholic-Protestant 
divide and the African American–Caucasian divide.” He and his team 
have worked hard to recruit diverse participants. Currently AWOP’s 
membership is a “slice of Cincinnati at large,” drawing white, black, 
and Hispanic participants from evangelical, Catholic, and mainline 
backgrounds. 

AWOP also hosts monthly executive roundtables, helping owners 
and upper-management leaders initiate positive change in their 
workplaces. AWOP member Terry Grear, owner of accounting firm 
Grear & Company, says AWOP has given him a comprehensive view 
of employee care. His business offers flextime and sponsors family 
events. “My son played high-school tennis for four years—and 
that’s during tax season. I never missed a match,” says Grear. “My 
employees are encouraged to do exactly the same thing, and rarely 

Business with Many Missions: 
Will and Ez Housh, the father-
son owners of a Cincinnati busi-
ness, say At Work on Purpose 
“has reinforced our philosophy 
of stewardship . . . not just 
financial stewardship but also 
environmental stewardship.”
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do they miss their family events.” Twice in 
recent years, his company has been named 
the Cincinnati Business Courier’s “Best Place 
to Work” in the small firms category. AWOP

also inspired Grear to host the UK-based 
Alpha course at his firm. Rarely is the popular 
“exploring Christianity” course conducted 
in a workplace. 

Proudfit also hopes participants bring 
about positive reforms in their particular 
industry, not just their workplace. He points 
to AWOP members Will and Ez Housh as 
examples. 

Will Housh is the CEO of Monroe 
Mechanical, a family-owned heating and air 
conditioning firm operating in Cincinnati for 
three generations. Housh says AWOP “has 
reinforced our philosophy of stewardship 
and encouraged us to go even further, not just 
financial stewardship but also environmental 
stewardship.” Will’s father, Ez, has provided 
leadership and company resources to birth 
the Greensource Design Center. The four-
story, 1875 row house sits within walking 
distance of several downtown architectural 
and engineering firms. The team completely 
renovated the structure, retaining historic 
design elements while incorporating over 
50 innovative “green” technologies. Green-
source, says Will, now serves as a showcase 
for industry professionals wanting to learn 
how to build more sustainably: “It’s basically 
a living, breathing trade show.” 

AWOP currently has members in each of 
Cincinnati’s 52 neighborhoods, which has 
allowed for new, practical outreach to the 
city’s poor and unemployed. For example, 
in 2009, AWOP partnered with Job Search 
Focus Group, a veteran Cincinnati nonprofit, 
to add 22 additional support groups for the unemployed. 

AWOP member Bob Pautke was at the center of the effort. “When 
the 2008 recession hit,” Pautke says, “I found myself getting all these 
phone calls from churches saying, ‘We have members who are being 
laid off, downsized.’ Our vision was to establish enough networking 
and support groups so that every unemployed person could find one 
within a 15-minute drive from home.” AWOP also helped implement 
the Career Achievement Network, a website linking the unemployed 
with jobs. 

Today AWOP’s leaders actively encourage geographically based 
teams to bring together marketplace leaders, who in turn develop 
their own ideas for bringing health to their communities. “To me,” 
Proudfit says, “this is right out of what the apostles did in Acts 4. 
They would find out what the needs were and distribute resources.” 

To date, AWOP has been most active in Colerain, a low-income 
community on Cincinnati’s west side. Pastor Paula Bussard and her 
husband lead New Hope Ministries there. “Colerain Township was 

one of the areas hardest hit by 
the recession,” Bussard reports. 
“We have the highest number of 
foreclosures.” 

A few years ago, a local zoning 
official approached Bussard. 
“She told us that many homes 
had fallen out of compliance with local ordinances—grass being 
too high, front porches in disrepair,” says Bussard. “City inspec-
tors were writing more and more citations, and homeowners were 
calling her office daily in hysterics, worried about being fined or 
jailed.” Bussard turned to AWOP, where she had friends from many 
different churches. She asked them to join her small congregation 
in serving Colerain neighbors by completing home repairs. Soon, 
business owners in the AWOP network were sending employees out 
on “community service days” to offer professional services, such as 
tax preparation, pro bono. 

Growing Marketplace Ministry: 
Chuck Proudfit founded At Work on 
Purpose in 2003 to help Christians 
successfully “live out faith in a 
work world.” In less than a decade, 
the Cincinnati-based organization 
has grown to 5,000 members.
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WELL-ROUNDED WORKERS
AWOP’s holistic focus may represent the positive future of the mar-
ketplace ministry movement. Since 2008, Eric Welch of Cru (for-
merly Campus Crusade for Christ) has been helping to facilitate an 
informal network of 20 large marketplace ministries (those with a 
presence in at least 10 U.S. cities), including Fellowship of Compa-
nies for Christ International, C12, Convene, the Christian Business 
Men’s Connection, Corporate Chaplains of America, and Pinnacle 
Forum, among others. 

In the spirit of Miller’s four Es, Welch has created a list of seven 
types of faith-work integration practiced by these ministries. These 

include evangelism, ethics, and calling, but go beyond to the recogni-
tion “that the work itself matters, and is part of God’s mission in the 
world when done with God and for God.” Network members are also 
focusing increasingly on how their ministries can help Christians 
contribute to the well-being of their companies and cities. “These 
groups are more well-rounded, more holistic, than many people real-
ize,” says Welch. “They affirm and encourage the gospel’s impact 
on individuals, relationships, work, institutions, and communities. 
They have a strong desire to work with local churches.”

One aim of the network is to nurture collaboration among the 
different organizations in the cities where they are located. And no 
city has more marketplace ministries than Orange County, California, 
says Ron Henry, who facilitates a coalition of 18 workplace ministries 
there. Over five years, he’s gathered the ministries to support each 
other and transform their company cultures and the greater Orange 
County region, one of immense wealth and cultural influence through 
the entertainment and technology industries. 

“The new marketplace ministries that God has been raising up 
have a distinctly kingdom mindset,” says Henry, president of Sterling 
Group. “With the position of influence comes great responsibility, 
of being ‘a priest of your business.’ They understand that business 
is a vehicle to touch lives.”

Lee Truax and the Christian Business Men’s Connection (CBMC), 
a member of Welch’s marketplace network, understand this. With 
member chapters in several states and countries, CBMC has been 
“very much hand to the plow” for most of its 83-year history, says 
Truax, gathering businessmen for discipleship and networking. More 
recently, though, CBMC chapters have stressed excellence, a theol-
ogy of generosity, and collaboration with like-minded groups—not 
just business as a means to evangelism, but as a worthy end in itself.

“In some ways you don’t have a right to say you’re a follower of 
Jesus if you’re a lousy businessman,” says Truax, CEO of CBMC for 
three years. “Christian businessmen should be equal to the most 
excellent businessmen, doing work with high ethical standards. 
That should speak first” over overt evangelism in the marketplace.

Back in Cincinnati, Proudfit says that although AWOP has gotten 
some 5,000 people involved, they have barely scratched the sur-
face. Cincinnati’s unemployment rate is higher than Ohio’s overall, 
and hits double digits in several distressed neighborhoods. Rela-
tions between the races have improved somewhat since the riots of 
2001, but “progress is slow,” according to a recent report from Better 
Together Cincinnati, a community organization established after 
the riots. “Social Areas of Cincinnati,” a report by the University of 
Cincinnati, laments that the high-school dropout rate approaches 
40 to 50 percent, with some 32 neighborhoods posting rates of over 
50 percent. Proudfit sees “opportunities everywhere” for believers 

to direct their vocational talents for city transforma-
tion. “The resources are there. They just have to be 
redeployed.”

BRINGING WORK BACK TO CHURCH
In the meantime, a new initiative is helping pastors 
better understand faith-work integration and encourage 
their church members’ entrepreneurial gifts. 

Since 2008, Stephen Grabill of the Acton Institute 
and Scott Rae of Biola University’s Talbot School of 

Theology have helped lead a multiyear initiative that helps seminaries 
train pastors to understand and promote a holistic view of work and 
vocation. The Oikonomia Network is a “learning community” that 
“equips future pastors to cultivate biblical wisdom in how believers 
do their work and participate in the economy.” 

The network includes Grabill, Rae, and seminary professors and 
administrators from over two dozen evangelical institutions, including 
Talbot, Azusa Pacific, Nazarene Theological Seminary, Reformed 
Seminary, Southwestern Baptist Seminary, and Assemblies of God 
Theological Seminary, among others. Oikonomia introduces cur-
ricular reforms, trains seminary professors on work and economics, 
and encourages new initiatives to help seminarians and local pastors 
improve their teaching and preaching on vocation.

At Talbot, for example, students take a required course on the 
theology of vocation, and they are required to interview market-
place professionals at their workplaces. Rae says, “Our goal is to 
equip pastors to affirm work as an arena of service to God that isn’t 
‘second-tier’ and to begin developing a strong theology of work.”

When clergy fail to affirm the value of marketplace vocations, Rae 
laments, laypeople end up “feeling like they are doing something ‘less 
than’ for God’s kingdom in their workplaces, as compared to preach-
ers and missionaries. We have unwittingly recreated a hierarchy of 
callings/vocations.” Oikonomia Network, say Grabill, helps future 
pastors see the connections between faith, work, and economics, and 
how they are core to mature Christian discipleship. 

“When the church and the seminaries are genuinely ‘on mission’—
the missio Dei—they help future pastors and faithful Christians grasp 
their role in God’s economy of all things,” he says. “These institutions 
train people to live out a robust integration that orients their life in 
the world, for the world.” 

Amy L. Sherman is senior fellow at the Sagamore Institute and author of 

Kingdom Calling: Vocational Stewardship for the Common Good (InterVarsity 

Press). She has written an abundance of stories on Christians pursuing the 

common good for This Is Our City. Read more at ThisIsOurCity.org. 

‘The new marketplace ministries . . . 
have a distinctly kingdom mindset. With 
the position of infl uence comes great 
responsibility, of being “a priest of your 
business.” ’  ~ Ron Henry, president, Sterling Group
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E S U S D E S C R I B E D T H E W O R L D as a mixed-up place—a place in which the Word 
of God can have quite different results depending on the soil on which it falls, a place 
in which wheat and weeds grow up in the same field so closely intertwined that the 
latter cannot (yet) be uprooted without damaging the former.

The economy of the world as it is requires that these two sets of inhabitants and, 
indeed, neighbors be allowed to become fully themselves, maturing until the time 
of harvest when all is uprooted, judged, and rewarded with blessing or curse. As 

Augustine warned, now is not the time for apocalyptic confrontation with the enemies 
of Christ, who might yet become his friends before the end of the age.

The world is already corrupted by the effects of the Fall. The enemy is inspiring human agents to 
divert the earth’s resources to their useless endeavors and to entangle themselves with those who are 
being inspired by God to pursue shalom—in short, acting like “weeds.” Given this, what should we 
expect of the next election, of the government to follow, and of all life on earth until Jesus returns?

We should expect sin. We should expect some politicians to accept graft, and some officials to 
accept bribes. We should expect some executives to sell out their companies and shareholders and 
customers for personal gain. We should expect drunk driving and drug pushing and cartels and 
sexual assault and stock manipulation and terrorism.

Expecting sin does not mean accepting it, much less ignoring it. Expecting sin means being 
practical: It means planning for it. It means refusing to live as if we are in the New Jerusalem, and 
instead intentionally structuring our lives, individually and corporately, with the expectation of evil.

Beyond sin, we should expect waste. It should not shock us that governments, armies, and cor-
porations waste money. It should not shock us that schools, hospitals, and charities waste people’s 
time and talents and the earth’s resources. For Genesis 3 tells us that work will be harder to do than 
it should be, that “thorns and thistles” are everywhere. Indeed, beyond sin and waste, we should 
expect stupidity and absurdity, vanity and promiscuity. 

Within this landscape of evil, weeds can look like wheat and vice versa, so that the way forward 
is not immediately evident and results are hard to predict. The field does not only present us with 
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evil, but with ambiguity as well. Many Christians have not taken 
the reality of ambiguity seriously enough to expect it and plan for 
it. Both liberal and conservative Christians tend to see the world in 
stark polarities of good and evil. But the field is mixed, and ambiguity 
is a dark fact with which we must reckon.

THE ENEMY WITHIN
As we peer into the world’s ambiguity, we must also peer inward to 
see our own ambivalence. Like the world out there, 
we ourselves are mixed, with motives great and small, 
good and evil. We in fact hate our enemies, we crave 
luxury, power, and fame, and we turn away from 
light and prefer darkness—at least a little bit all the 
time. The line distinguishing good and evil does not, 
as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn warned us, run between 
countries or peoples or classes (or political parties), 
but through our own hearts. 

We must reckon, then, not only with what is bad out 
there, but with what is bad in here: in our individual 
selves and in our most sacred institutions. “Reckon-
ing” means acting accordingly, thus structuring and 
conducting our lives so as to restrain the evil within 
us and the evil without us as best we can, and to respond properly 
when those restraints give way.

Reckoning also means that we do not wait until our motives have 
resolved into perfect purity before we attempt to do God’s work, since 
few of us consider ourselves “entirely sanctified.” Furthermore, such 
reckoning means that we presume impure motives in others. Doing 
so, we yet will decide sometimes to support them, cooperate with 
them, and praise them for their successes. 

Particularly when it comes to power brokering, we ought to 
expect politicians and parties to engage in crass practices, in repel-
lent compromises, and in strange alliances. We will always wish it 
were otherwise; we will demand legality at least and high principle 
at best, but we will not merely wring our hands and despair of poli-
tics until Jesus appears on the ballot. For if we wait until then, we 
will remain useless politically, except perhaps in the limited role of 
chiding everyone else for failing to be as good as he is.

We must simply expect our leaders—in state, commerce, the 
professions, and also the church—to be tempted by power, money, 
and fame. We then will construct the healthiest possible hierarchies, 
which will both help them resist temptation and protect the rest 
of us from their expected failures. We will expect school boards to 
be assailed by widely and wildly conflicting agendas; families to be 
riven by various interests; courts to be abused by various forms of 
social engineering; universities to reflect the views of the powerful; 
and corporations to seek financial success over community service.

One of the oddities of so much of American evangelicalism is its 
simultaneous commitment to American political institutions and to 
an ecclesiastical culture of populism. To reverse the order, American 
evangelicals typically lionize the entrepreneurial spiritual leader who 
leads an institution boldly by force of character, vision, and talent. 
These same Christians typically also revere the Declaration of Inde-
pendence and the Constitution. Yet these documents articulate a 
vision of leadership that is profoundly at odds with the paradigm of 
the populist leader responsible only to his followers. For the Founding 

Fathers—despite their general lack of Christian orthodoxy—shared 
a much stronger expectation of sin among the powerful and feared 
above all a concentration of power that would enable tyranny. They 
built the distinctive American political system of checks and balances 
with this fear in mind. Yet evangelical leaders typically head organiza-
tions with precious few such curbs on their authority. (Billy Graham 
is a notable exception and an example of the clear-eyed prudence I 
am recommending here.) Scandal after scandal has resulted, to the 

ever-renewable shock of evangelical constituents whose 
theology of sin is not put to work in a preventive way 
in their own organizations. 

These negative expectations, however, need not 
prompt despair. Our theology contains a robust doc-
trine of sin, yes, but also robust doctrines of providence 
and redemption. God set up institutions to bless us, 
despite their corruption, and he continues to work 
through them. God aids those who press for greater 
shalom in those institutions. 

God is not discouraged by the evil in us and our 
world. He is sad about it, angry at it, and grieved by 
it, but God is not discouraged. He works away at it, 
knowing that his labor is certain to produce fruit. And 

he has called us to do the same.

HOPE AND PRUDENCE
Christian realism requires hope. Jesus is Lord—now. We should 
expect good results. But until his kingdom comes fully in glory, we 
do not expect perfect results. The combination of evil, ambiguity, 
and our own ambivalence should keep us from utopianism. Jesus 
told us to expect persecutions and progressions, sins and successes, 
accidents and accomplishments, resistance and renewal.

With this realism guiding us, we will not always hold out for 
“all-or-nothing” policies—in government, on school boards, in our 
workplaces, and in our homes. Yes, sometimes one has to draw a 
line and say a simple yes or no. Some decisions—such as whether 
to confess the faith, preach the gospel, support fellow Christians in 
need, and care for the poor—are simply binary. 

Yet even in these categories there is a need for prudence: How 
do we confess the faith and preach the gospel in this context? What 
means do we use to support fellow Christians in need or to care for the 
poor? Must we advertise what we do as loudly as possible? Jesus and 
the apostles sometimes “went public” and sometimes stayed private. 
Must we be as confrontational as possible? Sometimes Jesus and the 
apostles directly confronted their enemies and sometimes they didn’t.

A good cause does not justify just any choice of means—although 
those who think of themselves as “prophetic” tend to feel this way. 
Instead, Christians ought to select means carefully, in order to do the 
most good possible—to maximize shalom. And that means we must 
learn to think politically, for politics is, indeed, “the art of the possible.”

Many Christians refuse to think in terms of “half a loaf is better 
than none,” “pick your battles,” and “live to fight another day.” They 
see such compromises as derogatory toward the holiness of God and 
faithless toward the power of the Spirit. Only total victory will do. 
And such Christians are right—but not about the penultimate stage 
in which we currently serve God. In this era, we live in a mixed field 
still growing, not yet ready for the harvest.

Expecting sin 
does not mean 

accepting it, 
much less 

ignoring it. 
Expecting sin 

means 
planning 

for it.



PASTORS AND POLITICS
Some Christians clearly are gifted and called to various kinds of cam-
paigning. Others may not feel so gifted, but are thrust into advocacy 
through experience and therefore opportunity: Mothers Against 
Drunk Drivers, for example, or parents of victims who then cham-
pion criminal justice reform.

Just because a particular form of service is good, however, doesn’t 
entail that everyone should be involved in it. Pastors particularly must 
have a clear sense of what they can and cannot do well.

Christian politicians and political scientists will usually have the 
most helpful advice about politics. Christian educators, social sci-
entists, and parents will think most critically and creatively about 
schools. Christian medical professionals, chaplains, and patients will 
have the most to offer regarding health care.

Pastors serve such Christians well in two modes: teaching them 
fundamental principles of Christian engagement, such as the nature 
of Christian mission and vocation, and exhorting them to pursue 
their particular callings with courage and persever-
ance. It is the rare pastor who has genuine expertise, 
insight, and opportunity to enter realms such as 
politics, education, or health care, and to do or say 
something better than fellow Christians who work 
full-time in that realm.

Furthermore, when pastors speak out of their 
depth, they undermine their credibility and useful-
ness in their primary calling. Pastors hardly want to 
have congregants musing in the pews, “Well, since 
I know this particular subject pretty well and this 
pastor clearly doesn’t know what he’s talking about 
here, how can I trust him in spiritual matters about 
which I am not expert?” 

To be sure, lots of people seem to want clergy to 
address political matters. Why? Because we want bib-
lically grounded answers. We want truth and honesty 
and righteousness without mixture or compromise.

The crucial point is that such unambiguous clar-
ity is precisely what is not on offer in most political 
situations. The calling of pastors is primarily to call 
the rest of us back to God and to walk in the way 
of Christ, to forswear evil and cling to good, to be 
born again and to march steadily forward toward 
the celestial city. But this binary mindset, which is 
completely appropriate in pastoral work, cannot be 
realistic and effective in politics. The quest of the pastor to think, speak, 
and act as purely as possible, and to call the rest of us to uncompromising 
holiness, is at odds with the politician’s ability to see things in shades 
of gray and to broker temporary, partial solutions as the best now 
available, with hopes of working out something better next time. It is 
the rare good pastor who can function effectively as a good politician.

If pastors long, then, for Christian voices to be raised and Christian 
hands to be employed in this or that cultural challenge, they must 
be clear that their particular calling is not to charge in themselves 
but “to equip the saints for the work of ministry” (Eph. 4:12, NRSV).

CHURCH’S MANY MODES
Let us now expand our field of vision. Christians can act as individuals, 

as families, as congregations, as denominations, as ecumenical fel-
lowships, in Christian special purpose groups (such as World Vision 
or Focus on the Family), in interfaith coalitions, in secular political 
parties, and through other secular channels (e.g., neighborhood asso-
ciations, charities, labor unions, or advocacy groups such as Amnesty 
International).

We need to consider what each individual and group can do well 
and what other individuals and groups can do better. On vexed issues, 
there is rarely a particular policy that is “just plain Christian,” that 
flows directly out of the Bible and Christian tradition. Sometimes, to 
be sure, we do face such an issue: campaigns for the care of children 
or for the end of religious persecution can be such causes. Protect-
ing the Jews was one such cause in Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s time, such 
that he could call such an issue a status confessionis—a basic matter 
of faithfulness. But even in these cases, people of equal fidelity and 
competence sometimes can disagree about just what is to be done in 
a given circumstance—as Karl Barth disagreed with Bonhoeffer. Pas-

tors, congregations, denominations, and ecumenical 
fellowships need to distinguish carefully between 
proclaiming principles to guide such decision-mak-
ing and advocating particular decisions themselves, 
which may serve only to confuse the situation and 
even impede the work of more competent Christians. 

It would be far better for pastors, congrega-
tions, denominations, and ecumenical fellowships 
to encourage each Christian to take his or her proper 
place in these other modes and to work with other 
Christians and with other citizens of goodwill as 
best he or she can—even as that will often mean that 
members of the same family or church or congre-
gation will end up in different parties or otherwise 
advocate different policies. We therefore can be 
very glad for Christian special purpose groups that 
represent various outlooks, participate in various 
cultural sectors, and offer various solutions. These 
organizations represent Christian diversity: They let 
us focus our energies in particular and diverse ways, 
as no single congregation or denomination can do.

In the midst of all this pointed advocacy, then, 
our congregations, denominations, and ecumeni-
cal fellowships should represent the crucial real-
ity of Christian unity, as they “maintain the bonds 
of peace” among us in our common life in Christ: 

sacraments, preaching, liturgy, mission, and mutual service.
When someone looks at a current controversy or area of need 

and asks, “Where is the church?” therefore, the answer is not to 
be couched solely in terms of the actions of clergy, congregations, 
and denominations, as if Christ deploys his church only in these 
modes. The answer instead should be: “Here, and here, and here: 
indeed, everywhere there is significant, useful action by Christians 
on behalf of shalom.”

John G. Stackhouse Jr. holds the Sangwoo Youtong Chee Chair of 

Theology and Culture at Regent College, Vancouver.  This article is adapted 

from Making the Best of It: Following Christ in the Real World (Oxford 

University Press).
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On vexed issues, 
there is rarely 

a particular 
policy that is 

‘just plain 
Christian,’ that 
fl ows directly 

out of the Bible 
and Christian 

tradition.
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H A R L E S S T A N L E Y was rated the 
third most influential Protestant 
pastor in America, behind Billy 
Graham and Charles Swindoll, in a 
2010 survey by LifeWay Research. 
That’s ahead of Bill Hybels, Rick 
Warren, and Joel Osteen, among many 
other prominent pastors. Given that 

theologically Stanley is a fundamentalist and dispensationalist—
theological approaches that are considered passé today—that’s an 
anomaly. Though he’s been at the center of controversy (as presi-
dent of the Southern Baptist Convention while fundamentalists and 
moderates contended for control; as a pastor who has experienced 
divorce in a morally conservative denomination), his gracious spirit 
has tended to win over even his enemies.

Stanley doesn’t wear his formal theology on his sleeve, and 
instead spends the bulk of his ministry teaching people how the 
Bible deals with the practical concerns of their lives—family, work, 
pain, addictions, spirituality, and so forth. He does this as pastor of 
First Baptist in Atlanta (16,000 members) and through In Touch 
Ministries, which broadcasts his messages in more than 50 lan-
guages worldwide, over 500 radio stations, 300 television stations, 
and several satellite networks.

Mark Galli, CT’s senior managing editor, spoke with the 80-year-
old Stanley about his latest book (he’s written more than 30), The 
Ultimate Conversation: Talking with God Through Prayer (Howard), 
which he considers his most important. 

Early on in the book you talk about how one’s relationship with 
one’s parents can shape one’s prayer life, both for good and for 
ill. How did that work out in your life?
My father died when I was nine months old. So it was just my mother 
and myself. As far back as I can remember, my mother would have 
me down by the bed at night with her, praying. I can still hear her 
voice calling my name to God and telling him that she wanted me 
to follow him in whatever he called me to do. 

My mother did that when I was a kid and when I was in high 
school. And even when I’d come home from college, and come in 
late at night, my mother would come to the bedroom, and she’d 
kneel down by the bed, saying, “We’re going to get on our knees and 
reverence God and talk to him.” 

She and I lived alone for a long time, watching God provide for 
us just week to week, food and clothes. When it came time for me 
to go to college and I had no money, I watched God provide a full 

scholarship for me. I look back and realize that was the key to my 
life, what it is to learn to talk to God and to listen to him and to be 
obedient to him and watch him work.

Talk about the absence of your father. For some people that 
would make it diffi  cult to pray to God as Father. 
You’re exactly right. That was very difficult. When people would ask 
me about my dad, I’d say, “My father died when I was nine months 
of age. So I never knew him.” Period. There was no emotion. That 
was the end of it until later on in my life. 

I’d been a pastor for quite a number of years, and something was 
going on that I couldn’t figure out. There was an emptiness I couldn’t 
define. It forced me to get on my face and cry out to God, “Lord, 
what are you trying to say to me? Because whatever it is, I’m not 
getting the message.” 

I called four friends and told them that I was trying to find the 
will of God about something. I didn’t know what it was, didn’t know 
how to go about it. Would they be willing to meet with me and just 
talk with me? So we made an appointment to meet. 

I said, “What I’d like to do is this: I’d like to tell you everything 
I know about myself, and between the four of you and God, I will 
do whatever you will tell me to do.” So we talked from about two 
o’clock till dinner, and then after dinner. I woke up in the middle of 
the night many times and wrote 17 longhand legal-sized sheets of 
things that I wanted to remember to tell them that had not crossed 
my mind the previous afternoon.

Next morning we talked on until about ten o’clock. Finally I said, 
“That’s everything I know about me. I don’t think I held out anything.” 

One of the men said, “Charles, put your head on the table and 
close your eyes.” So I did. “Your father just picked you up in his 
arms and held you. What do you feel?” And I burst out crying, and 
I cried and cried and cried and cried. Then he asked me again, and 
I just kept crying. 

Finally when I settled down I said, “I feel warm, loved, and 
accepted.” For the first time in my life, I acknowledged and recog-
nized that God really loved me, that I could have a personal rela-
tionship with him that went beyond salvation. It changed my life. It 
changed my ministry. It changed my perspective about everything, 
and it made me realize how very, very, very important a person’s 
relationship to their father is.

Paul says marriage is a sign or symbol of the relationship of 
Christ and his church. One has to think that one’s marriage could 
have a profound eff ect on one’s prayer life. Could you talk a little 
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Why megachurch pastor 
      Charles Stanley has
spent so much time in prayer
               his whole life. 

Interview by Mark Galli
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bit about that?
Before my wife and I got married, I made sure that we got down 
at night wherever we were and prayed and asked God to bless our 
relationship and to guide us and to keep us pure and holy before 
him. After we were married, we knelt by the bed every single night 
that I was at home and prayed, because I believe it’s like glue that 
keeps people together. 

I would never have imagined that anything could have happened 
to my marriage. Ultimately, my wife 
walked away from the marriage. I 
don’t blame her. I don’t have any bad 
feelings. That’s the kind of relation-
ship she came out of—her dad, whom 
she revered, was married four times.

I would say prayer is absolutely 
essential, but there are emotional 
issues that happen in people’s lives 
that they don’t ask for. Sometimes 
they can deal with [them]; sometimes 
they have great difficulty. She was an excellent Bible teacher. She 
started our singles’ group with three ladies and ended up with about 
400 students. But sometimes things happen you don’t understand. 
You can’t figure it out. You just have to accept it and move on.

How has prayer worked itself out in your pastoral ministry? 
I started out reminding the Lord how inadequate I felt and how 
inexperienced I was at first. And if I had to make a decision, I’d 
just say, “God, I’m going to do what you say, whatever that is. I 
don’t feel very adequate at this.” I’ve watched him move me from 
church to church. The wonderful thing about God is he knows 
what we need to persuade us. 

But now you are the successful pastor of a megachurch. Has it 
been a temptation to put prayer aside and to get on with the 
business of the church? 
Not really, because I think I felt so inadequate. My feelings of inad-
equacy have turned out to be a blessing. I thought, God, I don’t know 
how to do all this. And you have to give me the right people. And then 
In Touch came along, which I never planned. I have the greatest staff 
at In Touch anybody could have in any ministry. And I can just see 
how God, in light of my lack of abilities and skills, has surrounded 
me with very godly people who know how to do excellently what I 
would not know how to do. 

I remember one of the greatest lessons of my life came during 
those times when I was fighting a big battle, and people wanted to 
get rid of me. They couldn’t tell me why. They just said all I preached 
about was how to get saved, the coming of Jesus, and how to be 
filled with the Holy Spirit. I just laughed and thought, Well, God, I 
hope that’s true!

In the middle of that, one day the Lord said, “If you want to win 
this battle, remember this: See everything that comes at you as coming 
from me. What they say, what they do, no matter what you see, it’s 
coming from me, not from them. Then you can sit there with for-
giveness, and it won’t be a distraction. You won’t defend yourself. 
See it as all coming from me.” 

As a result, I could walk out there and preach with the greatest 

sense of freedom and liberty and the power of the Holy Spirit, know-
ing that about three or four hundred of them were doing their best 
to get rid of me. So I can’t take any credit.

As you come to the close of your own very successful ministry 
of many decades, what do you see when you look out at the 
contemporary church?
I’m excited about a lot of new life, but I’m concerned that there isn’t 

dependence upon the Holy Spirit as 
much as upon music and other things. 
I’ve noticed the emphasis is more on 
leadership than on the Holy Spirit and 
the work of the Lord. 

Theology gets lost in a lot of the 
fanfare. Who is this God whom we 
serve? We’re to reverence him and 
love him. I grew up in a Pentecostal 
Holiness church, and reverence for 
God has always been a major issue 

with me. When I talk about praying, I usually talk about praying on 
your knees. You can pray anywhere, of course, but in my personal 
prayer life, I just sense that reverence for God, that I want to listen 
to him. 

You often say in your books and preaching that God speaks to 
you, tells you things, and gives you messages. What is that like 
for you? Is it a thought? Is it a voice you hear? 
For me, I get this strong sense of feeling that’s so clear, so direct to 
me. Like this week, something happened and I thought, Well, I could 
do thus and such, and God said, “Don’t do that.” I don’t hear a voice, 
but it’s so crystal sharp and clear to me, I know not to disobey that.

I think that comes from early in life as you learn to listen. You 
make mistakes; after a while, you realize as you obey him, it turns out 
right, and whatever your reason was for not obeying him, it doesn’t 
turn out right. 

The way you talk about your relationship with God, the word
mystic comes to mind. How would you feel if someone were to 
describe you this way?
I only say this because it’s the only way I know to say it: My whole 
life has been wrapped in [asking], “Who is this God? How do I have 
an intimate relationship with him? How can I listen to him know-
ing that he’s the one doing the speaking?” I want the Holy Spirit to 
interpret the truth to me. 

In other words, I’ve not seen myself as a church builder, but we 
build lots of churches. I’ve seen God bless In Touch likewise. But 
for me it’s always been God and me: “Lord, you show me what to 
do and whatever you say to do is what I’m going to do.” I think that 
quiet intimacy with him, for me, is the key to the whole Christian life.

It’s the most exciting thing to watch God work when I’ve asked 
him about something, to listen to him and watch him work. It’s like 
this friendship, and it just grows and grows and grows and grows.

Sometimes I wake up before dawn, and I love sitting up in the 
middle of the bed with all the lights off, pitch-black dark, and talking 
to the Father, with no interruptions and nothing that reminds me 
that there’s anything in life but me and him.

‘I look back and realize that 
was the key to my life, 

what it is to learn to talk to God 
and to listen to him and to be 

obedient to him 
and watch him work.’ 

~ Charles Stanley
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The One Year® Devotions for Women
NEW from Ann Spangler, bestselling author of  
Praying the Names of God.

Daily readings from The One Year® Devotions for 
Women will open your heart to the peace that God 
wants you to experience every day. Learn more at 
WomenAtPeace.com.

Twelve Unlikely Heroes
They faltered. They struggled. 
At times, they failed. Yet God 
worked through them in incredible 
ways to accomplish his purposes. 
In Twelve Unlikely Heroes, by 
John MacArthur, readers gain 
new insights into characters like 
Samson, Miriam, Jonah, and Esther 
to discover how God truly uses the 
unexpected. 12UnlikelyHeroes.com

A Voice in the Wind
20th Anniversary Edition
Give this classic novel to someone important this 
season. In Francine Rivers’s 20th anniversary 
edition of A Voice in the Wind (Mark of the Lion 
#1), travel back to the first century, where a young 
slave girl clings to her faith against the forces of 
decadent Rome. FrancineRivers.com

ChemArt Holiday Ornaments
With beauty and grace, this delicate angel 

shines her guiding light for all to follow. 
Perfect for a gift, or adorn your own tree 

with this sparkling piece. Finished in 24kt 
gold and 100% handmade in the U.S.A. 

View our complete holiday collection at 
ChemArt.com.

Miraculous
In these pages are scenes 
and lives touched by eternity, 
settings of almighty declaration, 
moments marked by deliverance, 
mercy, and visionary unfoldings 
of God’s divine intent that have 
taken place from ancient times 
to the present. Miraculous by 
Kevin Belmonte provides learned 
insight into the profoundly 
important history of miracles.
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To Heaven and Back
In 1999, Dr. Mary Neal drowned in a kayak accident. 
While cascading down a waterfall, her kayak became 
pinned at the bottom. Despite the rescue efforts of 
her companions, Mary died. To Heaven and Back is 
Mary’s remarkable story of what happened as she 
moved from life to death to eternal life, and back again. 
DrMaryNeal.com

eaven and Back

CEB Bibles for
Everyone on Your List
From designer editions to large print and reference titles, the 
popular new Common English Bible translation is now available 
in a style for everyone on your list! Kids especially will love 
exploring the vast ocean of God’s Word with the adventurous 
new CEB Deep Blue Kids Bible. Browse the many styles available 
at CommonEnglishBible.com.

My Story, My Song
This heartwarming memoir is the story of Lucimarian 
Roberts, mother of Good Morning America co-anchor  
Robin Roberts. “Folks are drawn to Mom’s humility, 
wisdom, and spirituality,” Robin writes. My Story, My Song 
brings together pivotal moments of Lucimarian Roberts’ 
intriguing life with personal reflections from her daughter 
Robin. Bookstore.upperroom.org or 800-972-0433

Just Grapes: Squeezed
Draper Valley Vineyard non-alcoholic juice is always 100% pure. 
It’s our family’s pledge. We tend our grapes and lovingly prepare 
every juice, squeezed and bottled as the grapes reach their peak. 
Choose from six varieties: Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon, Early 
Muscat, Gewurtztraminer, Pinot Noir, and Reisling. To order, call 
(541) 597-4737 or visit our website, DraperValleyVineyard.com.
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Little Angels Bible Storybook
100 Bible stories for kids who love to 
discover new things about life, use their 
imagination, and have fun—all while 
learning about God’s love! Based on the 
Little Angels DVDs from Roma Downey, 
this adorable storybook gives kids a 
solid faith foundation while encour-
aging them to grow in God’s Word. 
LittleAngels.com and Tyndale.com.

Candle Bible for Kids
Written in a clear, easy-to-read 
style by Candle Bible for Toddlers 
author Juliet David, the Candle 
Bible for Kids is designed for 
five- to seven-year-olds. The 
longer stories are accompanied 
by educational maps and vibrant 
illustrations that will be treasured 
by children and adults alike.

Unconditional & Firebird
Unconditional: The Novel is based on the true story of Papa Joe 
Bradford, as seen in the inspiring new theatrical film Unconditional.

Firebird is a charming and colorful children’s book inspired by the 
film; it follows the life of one of the film’s main characters,  
Samantha Crawford.

Unconditional & Firebird

Nativity Santa
Tired of Christ being taken out of Christmas? Place this unique 
kneeling Santa into your nativity scene to show your family and 
friends what you believe is the true meaning of the Season. 
Available in 3 sizes - 3”, 4”, and 5.5”.
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The Daily Bible
The much-loved Daily Bible makes a 
perfect gift for anyone on your list! 
Passages are arranged chronologically 
so you can understand God’s unfolding 
plan of creation, redemption, and  
restoration like never before. Studying 
the Bible is a fresh, inviting, and  
enriching experience. Plan a daily 
encounter with God’s Word!

The Journey: Walking the Road to Bethlehem
Journey with Adam Hamilton on the page and on video as he travels 
from Nazareth to Bethlehem in this unique new look at the birth of 
Jesus Christ. Hamilton once again approaches a world-changing event 
with thoughtfulness and wisdom, just as he did with Jesus’ crucifixion 
in 24 Hours That Changed the World. Using historical information, 
archaeological data, video excursions in the Holy Land, and a personal 
look at some of the stories surrounding the birth, the most amazing 
moment in history becomes more real and heartfelt as readers walk 
along that same road. Learn more at JourneyThisChristmas.com.

The Quiet Place
Bestselling author  
Nancy Leigh DeMoss 
adapts the core themes 
of her teaching into a 
format her fans can enjoy 
daily—366 portions of 
rich Bible study and 
practical applications. 
MoodyPublishers.com
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The Lion Guide to the Bible
Accessible, engaging, and  

authoritative, this handsome  
hardcover volume is from one of 
the most trusted names in Bible 
reference. Called “an excellent 

resource” by J. I. Packer, The Lion 
Guide to the Bible is full of new 

color illustrations, maps, and helpful 
charts that bring the story of God’s 

dealings with his people vividly to life. 



A TRUSTED WAY TO APPLY IT TO YOUR LIFE.
The Chronological Life Application® Study Bible gives you a fresh scripture experience 
by presenting God’s story in the order it happened. Thousands of life-application® 
study notes. Hundreds of archaeological insights. Stunning full-color
imagery. Fall in love with the Story of Gods’ Word all over again with 
the new way to experience the #1 selling Life Application® Study Bible. 
Discover how refreshing the Bible can be at ChronoLifeApp.com.
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Unlawful Love
“Meanwhile, Love the Sojourner” [Sep-

tember] did a superb job of highlighting 

the personal challenges faced by immi-

grants in Phoenix, the ministry dilemma 

posed by immigrants present unlaw-

fully, the unique burden that Hispanic 

churches bear, and the courage of many 

evangelical leaders—both Latino and 

Caucasian—in standing with immigrants 

in ways consistent with biblical values 

of compassion and hospitality, despite 

pushback.

Given that you’re likely getting some 

pushback of your own for running the 

article, I wanted to express how much I 

appreciated it. In working with evangeli-

cal churches on immigration issues—and 

based on discussions with legislators—I 

know that those most opposed to immi-

gration are far more likely to complain 

than the majority of both white evangel-

icals and the American population as a 

whole who agree with a more balanced 

approach to immigration policy.

Matthew Soerens
Wheaton, Illinois

Dismissed
In regards to “Orthodox Moves” [Sep-

tember], Metropolitan Jonah was not the 

head of the Orthodox Church of America 

(oca) long enough to have much of 

an impact. He was elected as the best 

candidate available at the time. But Met. 

Jonah had never been a hierarch and 

his actions in a unilateral mode with his 

own agenda did not work.

He was a former Episcopalian who 

had been well indoctrinated in Russian 

Orthodox practice while in Russia. As 

the head of a very small monastery, he 

matured in understanding an Orthodox 

monastic life, but as the head of a major 

Orthodox Church, he just wasn’t ready. 

This action only proves that the oca 

works in the manner in which all Ortho-

dox churches should operate. That is, 

the Orthodox Church is conciliar. A head 

of an Orthodox church cannot act unilat-

erally imposing their authority on all.

Dio Genes
E-mail

Faith, Not Works
I cannot share the apparent 

position in “What’s His Is Ours” 

[September] that salvation is “all 

of God and none of man.” Surely 

we must consider Jesus’ own 

gospel in comprehending salvation. 

Jesus said, “Repent and believe” (Mark 

1:15). John the Baptist and Peter said the 

same thing.

Concerning faith, Jesus said to the 

woman who anointed his feet with 

perfume, “Your faith has saved you” 

(Luke 7:50). There does not appear to 

be anything “passive” in accomplish-

ing salvation from Jesus’ statements or 

encounters.

Does this challenge Paul? Frankly, 

when it comes to scriptural interpreta-

tion, I would rather attempt to construe 

Ephesians 2:8–9 consistently with what 

Jesus said repeatedly, rather than the 

other way around. And this can be done. 

What is by the grace of God is not that 

we have faith, but that it is faith that 

saves us instead of works. For works to 

save us, we could never sin (James 2:10). 

So God is willing to take our faith in place 

of perfect works—which would allow for 

boasting—by his grace.

Thomas F. Harkins Jr.
Fort Worth, Texas

No Undue Infl uence
In the past decade, a number 

of organizations, foundations, 

churches, and individuals have 

aligned themselves with the World 

Evangelical Alliance (wea), providing 

leadership and support. Contrary to the 

implication of “The Second Coming Christ 

Controversy” [September], our funding 

is so broadly based as to defy undue 
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“I do not look forward 
to ‘farewell’ tweets 
that I am sure are 
coming. Even if I 
agree with them.”
Matt, predicting the response to evangeli-
cal progressive Brian McLaren performing 
his son’s same-sex commitment ceremony.
ct Liveblog: “Brian McLaren Leads Commitment 
Ceremony at Son’s Same-Sex Wedding,” 
by Melissa Steffan 

“This is Christianity 
at work—taking the 
gospel outside the four 
walls of the church to 
the streets and under 
the bridges.”
Edwina Cowgill, praising comedian and 
tv personality Jeff Foxworthy.

“Jeff Foxworthy: ‘You Know I’m an Idiot,’” interview 
by Mark Moring

 
“There are always two 
sides to any story; you 
can’t rely on one.”
Jason Lee, defending David Jang and his 
followers. A follow-up online article to the 
September article contains interviews with 
former Jang associates.

“The Second Coming Christ Controversy: More Leaders 
Speak Out,” by Ted Olsen and Ken Smith

“Christ is Living Truth, 
not bound by any 
thought system.”
Paul Schryba, on how political ideologies 
are not biblical. Dinesh D’Souza’s docu-
mentary—criticized by some for its biased 
approach—on President Barack Obama’s 
ideological heritage has been an unexpect-
ed hit at the box office.
ct Entertainment: “2016: Obama’s America,” by 
Brett McCracken

“Aloneness without 
Christ is loneliness 
indeed.”
Mary Lou, discussing how being one’s own 
best friend is realizing that Christ is the best 
friend we’ve sought all along.
Her.meneutics, “Why Friends Disappear When You 
Reach Midlife,” by Michelle Van Loon

compiled by Elissa Cooper

WORTH 
RE PEATING
Things overheard at ct online.
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influence of any person or group. 

David Jang, founder of the Olivet 

University, is an honored member of the 

wea’s North American Council. As a body 

within wea, the council was not unaware 

of the rumors alleged by the authors of 

the ct article. However, in making this 

appointment we trusted the wisdom and 

advice of our alliance in South Korea with 

respect to his character and theology. 

From time to time, institutions find 

within their vision to support the calling 

of bodies such as the wea. Some Olivet 

University graduates provide outstand-

ing administrative and technical support. 

To besmirch them with a disingenuous 

assumption that they are under control by 

their former president or out of line with 

wea’s Statement of Faith is quite unfair. 

Geoff Tunnicliffe
Secretary General, World Evangelical Alliance
New York, New York

More Than a Prayer
Such a sentimental defense of the cher-

ished Sinner’s Prayer [“The Evangelical 

Jesus Prayer,” September], appealing as 

it may be in simplicity and immediacy! 

But we shouldn’t wonder that it often 

“fails to stick”—the Sinner’s Prayer is 

normative neither of the New Testament 

conversion narratives nor of believ-

ers’ practice throughout history. Ironic 

that in the same issue was an appeal to 

rediscover catechism [“Getting to Know 

Him”].

What about sola fide? Luther’s noble 

appeal was a corrective to a corrupted 

gospel, but does it say all that needs to 

be said? Grace is surely an incomparable 

and undeserved gift we accept by faith 

(Eph. 2:8–9), yet verse 5 points to one 

more critical factor: From dead in sin, 

to alive in Christ. And that is where we 

discover how critical it is to die to the old 

life and be raised to the new. Without 

baptism as expounded in Romans 6, 

“born again” is a featherweight phrase. 

In re-enacting his resurrection, we find 

our deepest connection to the Christ 

story, and clothe ourselves with Christ 

himself.

Ken Hougey  
Concord, California

The Mormon Question
I am a long-time subscriber and really 

appreciate your magazine. But I must 

admit mild disappointment with 

September’s The Village Green [“Is 

there anything wrong with voting for 

a Mormon for President?”]. The three 

views were all approaches to the same 

“no, it’s not a problem” answer. I have 

been deeply contemplating this question, 

and am leaning toward not voting for 

Mitt Romney in large part because of his 

Mormon faith.

Furthermore, I think there are better 

“yes, it’s a problem” answers than the 

featured writers hypothesized. I thought 

ct would help me think through this 

issue more than I already have and 

address some of my concerns. Some of it 

was helpful; I just wish I would have read 

about the other side as well. 

Daniel L. Christensen
Salem, Oregon
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he Middle East may explode 
at any time. Nearly every day 
brings mounting tensions that 
are felt from the border guard-

house in the Holy Land to the White 
House in Washington.” Israeli prime minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu might have spoken 
these words at the United Nations in Sep-
tember, when he warned the world about 
Iran’s nuclear ambitions.

But that was not Netanyahu. Charles 
Ryrie, the late study Bible author, made this 
observation in Christianity Today in 1969. His 
comments have proven poignantly prescient.

In Syria, the Assad regime continues its 
brutal crackdown on democracy-seeking 
rebels. By some estimates, the death toll  
has exceeded 30,000 since the conflict 
began in March 2011. In Iran, 3,000 centri-
fuge machines are in continuous operation 
enriching uranium. Iran expects to add thou-
sands of additional enrichment centrifuges, 
lending credence to Netanyahu’s prediction 
that the Islamic state will have enough highly 
enriched uranium for a nuclear weapon by 
2013. Throughout the region, Islamists have 
targeted Christians. In one recent episode in 
northern Sinai, nine families fled their homes 
after death threats and a violent attack.

There is a growing conviction that diplo-
macy, military intervention, regime change, 
free elections, foreign aid, trade accords, 
enhanced border security, and uncensored 
Internet access have not delivered lasting 
peace to this, the world’s largest, longest-
lasting hot zone.

Is there another way? Brian Cox, a Cali-
fornia pastor and director of the Pacis Project 
in Faith Based Diplomacy, believes profes-
sional diplomats have all too often banished 
religion from the process of seeking peace. 
Cox said, “The basic paradigm is that religion 
is part of the problem.”

But throughout the Middle East, there are 
effective, smaller ministries actively involved, 
not in negotiation per se, but in reconciliation. 

There is Andrew White, the famed vicar of 
Baghdad’s St. George’s Church. His efforts 
have brought Sunni and Shia leaders into new 
conversation to resolve their differences non-
violently. Another figure is Salim Munayer, 
director of Musalaha. Based in Jerusalem, this 
ministry of reconciliation takes Christians, 
Muslims, and Jews by camel on remote desert 
trips, where they encounter each other as per-
sons, not stereotypes. There 
are other examples in Cairo, 
Beirut, and Iraqi Kurdistan.

These ministries fill a 
critical need at the grass-
roots. But there are certain 
historic moments when an 
opportunity for forgiveness 
and reconciliation opens up 
on a grander scale. This is 
one of those times.

Last month, the new Libyan head of state, 
Mohammed el-Megarif, a Sunni Muslim, 
during his own UN address, said, “I stand 
before you today, before the entire world, 
to apologize for all the harm, all the crimes 
committed by that despot [Moammar Gad-
hafi] against so many innocents.” We hope 
Megarif’s apology will be more than rhetoric 
and will presage lasting reform, including full 
religious freedom.

Cox believes Christians worldwide should 
see that our biblical worldview has much in 
common with Islam when compared to the 
realpolitik at work in our State Department. 
Realpolitik, the pragmatic use of power by 
a state to protect its interests, is the leading 
diplomatic framework among professional 
diplomats.

Fortunately, at State there are also compe-
tent careerists who endorse the faith commu-
nity’s role. State-to-state diplomacy remains 

vital. Cox said American policymakers would 
benefit from viewing religion as an asset for 
peacemaking. All too often, he said, policy-
makers sideline the faith community or bring 
them into the process very late. 

The Pacis Project’s faith-based reconcili-
ation takes the gospel into the political realm. 
A central question: How do enemies problem 
solve together? He said, “Secular forms of rec-

onciliation are unsuccessful 
because transforming hostil-
ity into love is a supernatural 
thing. It’s the grace of God 
working in people’s lives 
whether they acknowl-
edge Jesus or not. There’s 
no secret sauce.” Cox takes 
the long view that “God is 
unfreezing the Middle East.”

For many American 
Christians, this kind of thaw brings to mind 
prophecy about God’s future purposes for 
Israel yet to be realized. In 1969, Ryrie also 
wrote, “The way out of the maze is to focus 
on people . . . a concern for people, more than 
for politics, or even prophecy.”

This kind of focus on the needs of others 
globally is not necessarily in conflict with our 
government’s need to defend itself from ene-
mies, foreign and domestic. As people of faith 
we affirm that God’s sovereignty is supreme, 
he is at work in peoples and nations, and the 
Holy Spirit can turn an otherwise hate-filled 
human heart toward forgiveness.

Since March 2011, 350,000 refugees of the 
Syrian conflict have fled into Jordan, Lebanon, 
Turkey, Iraq, and Armenia. In these nations, 
the local Christian church has played a critical 
role in providing care. This is more evidence 
of the work of the Spirit—something that the 
new Middle East desperately needs.

‘Secular forms of reconciliation are unsuc-
cessful because transforming hostility 
into love is a supernatural thing.’ ~Brian Cox
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Unfreezing the Middle East 
Reconciliation must be at the heart of peacemaking.
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Checkpoint: At the Bethlehem 
border, Israeli soldiers demand 
a boy’s papers.



LIVE MISSIONALLY
Dan Kimball is on staff at Vintage Faith Church, 
professor at George Fox University, and author of several 
books, including Adventures in Churchland: Finding Jesus in 
the Mess of Organized Religion.

Theological seminaries are a vital resource to the global church. They 
will always be necessary. But these schools face a major challenge. 
For their future, there is a great need for the majority of faculty and 
decision-makers to accept more fully their crucial role as missionar-
ies and trainers of missionaries.

Whether professors teach Greek, theology, or another topic, the 
question at hand for them is: How does teaching this class do more 
than teach students how best to study the Bible and preach about it?

If seminary professors could teach preaching and other skills 
more passionately, seminary students would more completely 
develop a passion for evangelism. The global church would 
also stand to benefit greatly. This kind of seminary graduate 
as a career pastor might help every faithful Christian have a 
heart that is broken for a neighbor or friend who doesn’t 
know Jesus yet.

I am not at all suggesting that we lower the academic 
level of teaching or ignore scholarship. Keep that at a high 
level. But all seminary instruction is best viewed in light 
of and evaluated by how it fuels the hearts and minds of 
students to serve as missionaries in their world.

If seminary leaders place this mission at the forefront, 
it could become a guiding influence in their evaluation of 
everything taught and every decision made. The challenge 
for seminaries is to shift their identities from academic to 
missionary. This shift would over time cause seminaries 
to become missionary-training centers fully intertwined 
with the lives of local mission-minded churches.

I believe this will happen naturally when faculty are 
themselves living missional lives and are not isolated in 
an academic bubble. When seminary professors become 
more personally involved in the mission of evangelistic 
churches, there are many good outcomes for the church 
and its mission.

More seminaries have made enormous strides forward in 
changing their priorities. More seminaries and professors are 
passionate about people who do not know Jesus. The next step 

is to make these professors and seminaries with a missional emphasis 
the norm rather than the exception in pastoral training.

If seminary leaders are not desperate to transform their schools 
into missionary-training centers for students who are themselves 
making new disciples, I wonder whether seminaries as we know 
them now will survive, because not enough Christians will want 
to be part of them. There is the reality of academic pressure and its 
legitimate concerns with, for example, tenure, scholarly inquiry, and 
peer review. But I don’t think anyone would wish these academic 
aspects of seminary to overwhelm deep concern for non-Christians 
and involvement in the lives of non-Christians.

The evangelical seminary is surviving despite being buffeted 
by huge social change. Of course, it is worth repeating that change 
also creates opportunities. With a more missional ethos and culture, 
seminaries and their professors in greater numbers can show just 
how thrilling and contagious missional work can be.

THE 
VILLAGE 
GREEN  

Leading Christians address       
       open questions.

Future 
Faith
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What is the biggest change evangelical 
seminaries need to make right now?



AMP UP INNOVATION
Cheryl Sanders is professor of Christian ethics 
at Howard University and senior pastor of Third Street 
Church of God in Washington, D.C.

Evangelical seminaries can maximize the impact of theological edu-
cation on the future of evangelical congregations by making educa-
tion more practical, diverse, and accessible. There is a great need for 
innovation in education as a whole and, fortunately, more theological 
schools are moving in that direction with new programs. Ideally, an 
evangelical seminary graduate will have learned how to engage in the 
practice of ministry illumined by a careful study of Christian thought, 
practices, and biblical interpretation. A seminary is an institution of 
higher theological learning, a place where students enroll to become 
equipped to work professionally in ministry. 

But much of what seminaries teach is not always comprehensible 
to the average churchgoer. Some students of mine have become so 
excited about something they learned in the classroom that they 
immediately share it in a sermon or Bible study at their church, 
then experience great disappointment that the people didn’t “get it.”

The trick, of course, is for professors to challenge their students 
to think about what these truths mean in specific and changing 
ministry contexts.

Diversity is another needy area at seminaries, and new learning 
technology can help. Few of today’s seminaries (or churches for that 
matter) exemplify the ethnically diverse leadership of the church 
in Antioch, who commissioned Saul and Barnabas to take the good 
news of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles (Acts 13).

In keeping with the desirability of attracting a more diverse group 
of students, evangelical seminaries need to increase 

the accessibility of their educational programs. In 
the Church of God in Anderson, Indiana, our 

theological schools have made great inroads 
in developing online certificate and degree 
programs.

New hybrid degree programs are another 
part of the answer. At Howard Univer-
sity School of Divinity, we recently 
initiated a dual degree program that 
allows students with an interest in 
learning how to be administrators of 
faith-based institutions to earn both 

a Master of Divinity and a Master of 
Business Administration in four years. 
We are adding to our curriculum a grow-
ing number of hybrid courses that com-
bine online and classroom approaches to 
learning and recently launched a project 

to study and promote promising practices 
in African American congregations.
These schools are not alone in innovation: 

Nearly 25 percent of schools connected with 
the Association of Theological Schools are 

revising their curricula this fall. Evangelical seminaries can seize 
the moment by developing accessible, affordable options. By empha-
sizing diversity and making curricula more flexible and available to 
a broader range of students, seminaries will be well situated to deal 
with the diverse churches of America’s future.

THINK LIKE ST. PATRICK
Winfield Bevins is founding pastor of Church of 
the Outer Banks and author of Creed: Connect to the Basic 
Essentials of Historic Christian Faith.

I believe in seminary education. I have two seminary degrees and 
both have helped me understand the original languages of the Bible, 
church history, and systematic theology. Who doesn’t love to use 
words like eschatology, hermeneutics, and pneumatology?

These words represent important things. But what good is it if you 
know everything about theology and the Bible yet don’t know about 
the one thing the resurrected Jesus called us to do: make disciples? 
I have seen a lot of people come out of seminary without learning 
how to disciple another person, much less how to start a church. And 
when nearly 80 percent of seminary graduates leave the ministry 
within five years of graduation, something surely needs to change 
in seminary education.

Seminaries could learn a few lessons from the past by looking to 
the ancient Celtic monastic communities that trained missionaries 
to reach the radically unchurched throughout the British Isles and 
beyond. Seminaries need more professors like Saint Patrick, the Irish 
bishop who worked for the conversion of thousands, ordained hun-
dreds of clergy, and planted nearly 700 churches and monasteries 
throughout Ireland. 

The missionary legacy of Saint Patrick continued long after his 
death. In the sixth and seventh centuries, monastic training centers 
like Iona and Lindisfarne trained monks to be scholars and mis-
sionaries. These monastic communities were not solely places for 
cloistered monks but discipleship training hubs that sent out hundreds 
of missionaries who helped convert the people of the British Isles.  

A future model for seminaries would include a balanced faculty, 
comprising theologians, biblical scholars, and resident church plant-
ers who are actively partnering with key churches and ministry net-
works. Students would take courses in theology and biblical languages 
from scholars as well as courses in church planting, in which they 
would be required to help plant a church.

Currently, most seminary students are required to do an internship 
at an existing church. In this other model, students would be required 
to do their ministry internship at a new church plant, choosing from 
a variety of church plants in different cities around the nation.

Imagine what it would look like if seminary students with institu-
tional support were required to go out together and plant churches in 
the most unreached parts of our nation. What if they were coached, 
mentored, and given a vision to make disciples, reach lost people, and 
plant churches? Maybe then our seminaries would produce more 
church planters to reach the radically unchurched of our nation 
for Christ. 8
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God Did It
But I don’t know exactly how the world was created. 

WRESTLING with ANGELS    C A R O L Y N  A R E N D S

ecently, my 14-year-old son 
announced he was leaning toward 
attending a Christian university, 
which sounded good to me. But I 

was troubled by his reason: “I don’t 
want to sit in some biology class in a secular 
school and be told I descended from apes.”  

I was surprised. Although I was a keen 
young-earth creationist as a teenager, my 
understanding has evolved (pun unavoid-
able) to the point where the notion of gradual 
creation over eons isn’t a threat to my faith. 
“Have you considered the possibility that 
God may have used evolutionary processes 
in his creation of the world?” I asked.

“No! Mom! I believe the Bible!”  
“Me too,” I assured him. “But I think it’s 

possible that Genesis 1 and 2 are more about 
the who of creation than the how.”  

Later that night, I read him something 
Billy Graham wrote in 1964:

I don’t think that there’s any conflict 
at all between science today and the 
Scriptures. I think . . . we’ve tried to 
make the Scriptures say things they 
weren’t meant to say. . . . The Bible is 
not a book of science. The Bible is a 
book of Redemption, and of course I ac-
cept the Creation story. . . . I believe that 
God created man, and whether it came 
by an evolutionary process . . . makes no 
difference as to what man is and man’s 
relationship to God.

“Maybe you’re not a total heretic,” said 
my son.

After we both exhaled some relieved 
laughter, I whispered, “I believe God cre-
ated the world and holds it together. Just 
how he did that is up for debate, but whatever 
conclusions you come to about the earth’s 
origins, God did it. Okay?”

I’ve since been able to explain that it wasn’t 
science that changed my position on creation. 
I know there’s consensus in the scientific 

community regarding the age of the earth 
and the importance of genetic variation, but 
I also know there are many areas of conten-
tion. Be sides, if I believed that the Bible truly 
asked me to reject the scientific consensus, it 
would be the end of the debate.

But it’s actually been biblical scholarship 
that has convinced me that Genesis does 
not prescribe any particular scientific view. 
A significant number of 
Hebrew scholars who 
affirm the authority of 
Scripture argue that the 
biblical creation accounts 
simply are not concerned 
with the science of cre-
ation at all, having been written long before 
the dawn of enlightenment empiricism.

These scholars affirm two important 
principles. First, although the Bible is writ-
ten for us (and for all people in all times), it 
was not written to us. Thus, we must under-
stand what any particular passage meant to 
its original audience before we can know 
what it means for us. Second, the Bible is 
not a book; it’s a library containing books 
of many different dates and genres. That’s 
why it’s not inconsistent to read Genesis 1 
and 2 as an (inspired) ancient Near Eastern 
cosmology that poetically declares Yahweh 
to be the Creator, while reading the Gospels 
as (inspired) first-century, biographical-his-
torical eyewitness accounts of events.

In 2009, Answers in Genesis published 
Already Gone, in which they link a reported 
exodus of young people from the church to 
a variety of factors, including and especially 
doubts those kids have about the literal 
accuracy of Genesis. They conclude that it’s 

critical to affirm the “authority of Scripture” 
by teaching children that six-day creationism 
is the only faithful understanding. 

Of course, there’s a different way to inter-
pret that data. If we’ve misread Genesis when 
we’ve taken it as a scientific account, and if it 
turns out God has used millions of years and 
evolutionary processes to make this world, 
then we’ve asked our children to believe 

something untrue as part 
of accepting the gospel. 
Couldn’t that lead them 
to leave the church, when 
the cognitive dissonance 
between the empiri-
cal data and what we’re 

asking them to believe becomes too great?
Granted, allowing the possibility of evo-

lutionary creation is fraught with difficulty. 
It requires a hermeneutic more nuanced 
than reading every genre of the Bible as a 
postenlightenment textbook. It demands a 
careful delineation between the theory of 
evolution (which describes a process) and 
a philosophy of naturalism (which assumes 
that the process is all there is). And it brings 
up all sorts of new issues of theodicy. 

But there’s no point in hiding these dif-
ficulties from our children. The world—and 
our understanding of God’s ways within it—
has always been full of mystery and challenge. 
Our task is to raise up believers willing to 
affirm the authority of the Bible in all its 
fascinating and culturally situated complex-
ity. We need kids who are unafraid to ask 
the sorts of tough and exciting theological, 
philosophical, and scientific questions you 
can only ask when you know that, however 
this world came to be, God did it.

It wasn’t science that changed my position 
on creation, but biblical scholarship that 
convinced me that Genesis does not 
prescribe any particular scientifi c view.
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Sacrilege Is Real 
A society that forgets that is in trouble.
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n February, Pussy Riot, an all-
female Russian punk band, 
entered Christ the Savior Cathe-

dral, the largest Orthodox church 
in Moscow. They disrupted the service and 
staged a mock “punk prayer.” “Virgin Mary, 
Mother of God, put Putin away,” they sang, 
adding, “Virgin Mary, Mother of God, become 
a feminist, become a feminist, become a 
feminist.” They were arrested, tried, and 
found guilty of “hooliganism motivated by 
religious hatred.” In August, they were 
sentenced to two years in prison.  

Not since Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn 
was sent to Siberia has the West paid so 
much attention to anything on the Rus-
sian cultural scene. Pussy Riot has been 
extolled as champions of conscience and 
free expression in the tradition of Joan of 
Arc and Martin Luther. Support for the 
band has ranged from secular media elites and 
aging artists like Madonna and Paul McCart-
ney to the U.S. State Department. Why did 
this punk prank become a catalyst for inter-
national protest?

First, those who believe in democratic 
reform within the former Soviet Union find 
little to cheer in the increasingly brutal gov-
ernment of Vladimir Putin. Second, the cozy 
ties between Putin’s state and the Russian 
Orthodox Church hamstring the church. 
With all due respect for the Eastern tradi-
tion for church-state relations, the Russian 
Orthodox Church will not become a real voice 
in civil society until it disentangles itself from 
state power. Finally, there is the legitimacy of 
dissent itself. Yet something else is at stake 
that ought to concern followers of Jesus, 
something violated by Pussy Riot’s antics and 
almost ignored by their cheerleaders in the 
West: the sanctity of sacred space.

Orthodox writer Frederica Mathewes-
Green explains why so many Orthodox Chris-
tians saw the punk band’s stunt as sacrilege 
and not just protest. For many low-church 
evangelicals, worship in an auditorium or 

barn is just as good, maybe better, than in a 
cathedral. Jesus’ statement that “where two or 
three are gathered together in my name, there 
am I in the midst of them” (KJV) makes every 
place of worship the Holy of Holies.  

But the Orthodox see the iconostasis 
and the altar, before which the punk band 
performed, as a consecrated place of divine 

encounter. The band didn’t just show disre-
spect for Jesus and his mother, which ought 
to concern Christians everywhere. Their per-
formance was also an act of religious aggres-
sion against believers who had come to pray 
in a place of sanctuary. As Article 18 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights puts 
it, “Everyone has the right . . . to manifest his 
religion or belief in teaching, practice, wor-
ship, and observance.”

Pussy Riot’s disruption was even more 
unconscionable because of the particular 
church in which it took place. Christ the 
Savior Cathedral holds a storied place in 
Russian history. Built to celebrate Napoleon’s 
retreat from Moscow in 1812, the cathedral 
was finally dedicated in 1883. During Joseph 
Stalin’s bloody suppression of the Orthodox 
Church, the cathedral and its beautiful icons 
were deliberately destroyed. The Communist 
worldview had no place for images of Jesus, 

his mother, and the saints. When plans to 
erect a giant statue of Vladimir Lenin at the 
site failed, the lot was abandoned, and later, 
during the Khrushchev era, became a swim-
ming pool. In the 1990s, however, the people 
of Moscow raised funds to rebuild the cathe-
dral, which was consecrated in 2000.  

In part, this explains the deep devotion 
felt for this sacred place and the gravity 
of the offense. The concept of sanctuary 
embedded in Western law means that 
sacred space should be protected space. In 
1978, the Illinois Supreme Court allowed 
neo-Nazis to march openly through the 
streets of Skokie, Illinois, but it did not 
grant permission for them to shout anti-
Semitic slurs in the local synagogue. Nor 
should anti-Muslim fanatics be permitted 
to derogate the Qu’ran within a mosque. 

Jesus drove the moneychangers out of the 
temple but he did not cast aspersions on his 
mother nor defame his heavenly Father.

Nearly everyone agrees with Russian 
prime minister Dmitry Medvedev that Pussy 
Riot’s punishment does not fit their crime. 
Surely there is a place for leniency in this story. 
But what the punkers did, and where and how 
they did it, should not be celebrated—or over-
looked. Mathewes-Green has suggested that 
community service might be appropriate for 
the offenders. Perhaps they should collect the 
stories of Orthodox believers who survived 
the labor and prison camps of the Soviet era, 
or perhaps they should be required to sit 
contemplatively for 10 hours before the icon 
of the sorrowful, weeping mother of Jesus. 
If sacrilege no longer has any meaning in a 
culture, neither will sanctuary. And soon the 
sacred square will become as “naked” as the 
public square, and that will be to the detri-
ment of both.
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The concept of sanctuary embedded in 
Western law means that sacred space 
should be protected space.
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Pussy Riot supporters plead for mercy.
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As a parent, you may believe that in public 

education the “separation of church and state” 

prohibits your child from freely living out the 

Christian values you’ve worked so hard to instill. 

But your child has more freedom to express their 

faith on campus than you, or they, realize.

Get the facts…download your FREE copy of our 

Student Rights Handbook.

AllianceDefendingFreedom.org/education



he cover of Misreading Scrip-
ture with Western Eyes: 
Removing Cultural Blinders to 
Better Understand the Bible

(InterVarsity) ★★★★★ is strik-
ing. Authors E. Randolph Richards (dean of 
the School of Christian Ministry at Palm Beach 
Atlantic University) and Brandon J. O’Brien 
(an editor at large for Leadership Journal) have 
us look at a white, male face, gazing outward 
from behind a printed page, eyes covered by 
blue-tinted glasses. The message is clear, as is 
the overarching message of the book: North 
American evangelicals “read” the Bible—and 

the world—through Western eyes. This insight 
is now commonplace in discussions about bib-
lical interpretation in popular and academic 
circles, as Richards and O’Brien readily admit. 
Indeed, all human beings come to 
the Bible with cultural “habits,” 
deeply ingrained patterns of inter-
preting the world that inevitably 
shape—and sometimes warp—our 
interpretation and understanding 
of Scripture.  

Richards and O’Brien want to 
help Western readers recognize 
more fully how the eyeglasses 

through which we view and interpret 
everything in our environment—Western 
culture—often influence our understanding 
of specific biblical texts and themes. To read 
Scripture well, we must read ourselves and 
our culture well. Picture an iceberg looming 
in the distance as a metaphor for our world-
view, a key illustration Richards and O’Brien 
employ throughout their book. How much 
of an iceberg do we actually see? Well, as the 
captain of the Titanic sadly experienced, very 
little. The tip pokes up through the water, 
announcing its presence to all with eyes 
to see, but the iceberg’s immensity lurks 
undetected in the depths. Similarly, our 
perceptions of our own culture’s patterns 
and pressures—“what we wear, eat, say and 
consciously believe”—is only the tip of the 
iceberg. “The majority” of our cultural pat-
terns lurk “below the surface, out of plain 
sight, beyond our conscious awareness.”

ME-CENTERED APPROACH  
Richards and O’Brien help us to understand 
the cultural dynamics Western Christians 
experience and manifest as they read the 
Bible. Clearly, our experiences shape our 
reading of the Bible; we are all wearing 
tinted glasses, lenses that help us to see some 
things very clearly but distort our vision 
elsewhere. Think, for instance, of the par-
able of the Prodigal Son. When 100 North 
American students were asked to read the 
parable and retell it, only six mentioned the 
famine the prodigal experiences away from 
home. In a word, American readers tend to 

be “famine-forgetters,” perhaps 
because most Americans simply 
have not experienced terrible 
famine. Compare the response 
of 50 Russian readers to the very 
same parable: 42 out of 50 men-
tioned the famine. Why? The cul-
tural history of famine in World 
War II has deeply embedded itself 
in the Russian consciousness, and 

Removing 
Our Blinders 
How to see through different cultural lenses to better 
understand the Bible. By Christopher Hall 
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this cultural lens influences what Russian 
Christians see in a biblical text.

Or consider an additional example: How 
often have you sat in a Bible study, looked at a 
passage with other group members, and then 
had the leader of the group ask, “What does 
the passage mean to you?” A minute or two 
passes in silence; slowly individuals begin to 
respond: “To me this passage is saying” this, 
or “to me this passage means” that.

Of course, to ask what a passage means 
is praiseworthy. But to make the individual 
Christian the starting point for interpreta-
tion and the center of a text’s meaning—the 
Western pattern—is problematic. Richards 
and O’Brien point to at least two immediate 
dangers.

First, if I make myself the center in my 
search for meaning in the Bible, I will natu-
rally mine the Scripture for passages that I 
sense are immediately relevant to my life, and 
ignore swaths of texts where I don’t discern 
immediate applicability. “This,” the authors 
say, “leaves us basing our Christian life on 
less than the full counsel of God.”  

Second, and perhaps more seriously, a 
me-centered approach to the Bible confuses 

application with meaning. Simply put, I am 
not the focus of the Bible’s meaning; Christ 
is. Yes, as God’s image-bearers, we play an 
important role in the Bible’s story. Christ has 
come to save us, and much of the Bible’s story 
explains the wonder of how he has done just 
that. But if the first question I ask of a biblical 
text is how I can apply that text to my life, 
I leapfrog over meaning to applicability. I 
place myself at the center of the universe, a 
tendency especially prevalent among Ameri-
can Christians.

Richards and O’Brien believe this self-
centered perspective leads us “to believe that 
we (meaning I) have a privileged status in 
God’s salvation history. I may not be sure 
what God’s plans are, but I am confident that 
at the center will be me. We read a verse and 
say this verse is about me or my country or my 

time in history.” Thankfully, non-Western 
Christians can help us see that the Bible is 
not simply about me; it’s about Jesus, and 
it’s about us.

AVOIDING ICEBERGS  
Misreading Scripture with Western Eyes does 
not argue that non-Western interpretations 
are necessarily superior to Western ones. 
Asian readers are just as apt to misread the 
Bible as North Americans, as are Africans, 
Europeans, South Americans, and Austra-
lians. Sin’s distorting effect skews the vision 
of all cultures. All human beings view the 
Bible through cracked, blurred lenses that 
blind us to biblical meanings, challenges, and 
beauty that God longs for us to understand 
and embrace.  

Since we inevitably come to the Bible 

Clearly, our experiences shape our 
reading of the Bible; we are all wear-
ing tinted glasses, lenses that help us 
to see some things very clearly but 
distort our vision elsewhere.

THE MORAL VISION 
OF THE NEW 
TESTAMENT

A Contemporary 
Introduction to New 

Testament Ethics
RICHARD B. HAYS (HARPERONE)

With compassion, sensitivity, 
and scholarly depth, 

Hays makes the strongest 
exegetical case I’m aware of 

that the weight of the 
biblical witness is against 

same-sex sexual 
partnerships.

CREATION AND 
COVENANT

The Significance of Sexual 
Difference in the Moral 
Theology of Marriage 
CHRISTOPHER CHENAULT 

ROBERTS (T&T CLARK)

“God made us as male 
and female,” says 

Roberts, and “living in 
ways which testify to that 

is what shall ultimately 
make us free.” If I could 
recommend only one 

book for exploring Chris-
tianity’s sexual ethics, 
it would be this one.

SEXUAL 
AUTHENTICITY

An Intimate 
Reflection on 

Homosexuality and 
Catholicism

MELINDA SELMYS 
(OUR SUNDAY VISITOR)

Selmys tells the story of 
breaking off  a seven-year 
lesbian relationship and 

becoming Catholic. It was 
beauty—or, as she puts it, 
“Beauty”—that drew her 
to Christ. “It is for this,” 
she writes, “that I gave 

up homosexuality.”

THE INNER VOICE 
OF LOVE

A Journey Through 
Anguish to Freedom

HENRI J. M. NOUWEN (IMAGE)

Say you’re celibate. Say 
you fall deeply in love with 
your dearest friend—only 
to watch that friend walk 
away. It’s a familiar story 

to many celibate gay 
Christians. Nouwen writes 

about the aftermath, 
about how you journey 

on with God.

THE FRIEND
 ALAN BRAY 

(UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS)

Bray is a historian, and this 
is his chronicle of 

non-erotic, same-sex 
friendships in England 

from about the year 1000 
on through the 19th 

century. Here are 
inspiration and instruction 

for us who want 
to cultivate chaste 

same-sex friendships 
today.

MY TOP 5 BOOKS ON HOMOSEXUALITY
By Wesley Hill,  author of Washed and Waiting (Zondervan, 2010)
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loaded with cultural presuppositions about 
the nature of reality—some very helpful, 
some not so helpful—is reading the Bible 
well a pipedream? Not at all. The remedy 
for the dangers posed by cultural blinders, 
the radar we can employ to detect hidden 
icebergs in our worldview, is the church 
itself. As we acknowledge humbly our need 
for the mentoring and guidance of all mem-
bers of Christ’s body—the church past and 
present—our understanding of the Scripture 
will expand like a balloon, filled with the 
breath of the Holy Spirit. The exegetical and 
theological insights of different members of 
Christ’s church—sprinkled throughout the 
world’s cultures and histories like so many 
stars—provide the illumination we need to 
read and understand the Scripture.  

Our eyesight brightens and clarifies as 
we listen to one another—to past believers 
who have journeyed with Christ before us, 
and to present-day believers who initially 
seem so different from us. As we embrace 
the wisdom of the Holy Spirit in the 
church’s journey through time and humbly 
receive the Spirit’s enlivening of Christ’s 
body around the world, our ability to read 
the Bible well significantly increases. Rich-
ards and O’Brien rightly encourage us, then, 
to read the Bible as a “global community.” 
By doing so, we can “open the chamber and 
allow new voices in.” And by consciously 
expanding the circle of our conversation 
partners, we strengthen each other where 
we tend to be weak, shortsighted, stunted, 
or blind.  

Christ continues to speak to all Chris-
tians and all cultures through the Bible—a 
text that always points to Jesus himself. We 
can’t stop being North American or Asian, 
African or South American; our cultural 
identity and language, though warped by 
sin, is a gift from God. What we can do, 
though, is increase our awareness of the 
cultural and historical settings in which God 
has graciously and providentially placed us. 
And we can better appreciate—through 
immersion in the global Christian family 
and through books like Misreading Scrip-
ture—how these settings help and hinder 
our understanding of the Bible.

Christopher Hall is chancellor of Eastern 

University, dean of Palmer Theological 

Seminary, and the author of several books.

our church has a need for a 
creed. In The Creedal Imperative
(Crossway) ★★★★★, Westminster 

Theological Seminary’s Carl R. 
Trueman presses the case that “creeds and 
confessions are vital to the present and future 
well-being of the church.”

It’s not just that a creed (a public, estab-
lished statement of a church’s most important 
beliefs) is a useful tool for teaching doctrine, 
holding leaders accountable, defining the 
boundaries of church membership or cooper-
ation among churches, and telling the world 
what a church stands for. Creeds do all that. 
But this book is not about the handy helpful-
ness of creeds; it’s about the creedal impera-
tive. A church that obeys the Bible should 
follow the injunction of the apostle Paul’s 
pastoral epistles to Timothy, and resolve to 
guard “a form of sound words transmitted by 
eldership . . . ensuring good management of 
the household of God.”

Trueman builds up this biblical case for 
creeds, layers over it the historical case from 
both the patristic church and confessional 
Protestantism, and puts the burden of proof 
on what he calls the “‘No Creed but the Bible!’ 
brigade.” Given this biblical and historical tra-
jectory of churches using creeds, “the ques-
tion is not so much ‘Should we use them?’ as 
‘Why would we not use them?’”

Trueman acknowledges that there is a case 
to be made against creedalism, but he thinks 
that case is spurious because it is entirely cul-
tural: The spirit of our age ignores history, dis-
trusts institutions, values emotions more than 
words, and hankers after novelty. For mod-
erns, the loftiest goal is to be authentic, to speak 
spontaneously from the heart, giving 
voice to unique insights from our own 
points of view. For this mindset, the 
idea of reciting a set of ancient words 
in public agreement with a group is, if 
the word be allowed, anathema.

As a result, anti-creedal evan-
gelicalism is, ironically, “not coun-
tercultural, but culturally enslaved.” 
Trueman is passionate and eloquent 

about how creeds enable churches to dig in 
their heels and stand with the great tradition, 
pushing against the modern temperament. 

One of Trueman’s most deft arguments 
is that every Christian and every church 
already has a creed in the sense that they 
all “think the Bible means something and 
that its teaching can be summarized” in dif-
ferent words.

He continues, “The only difference is 
whether one writes the confession down, 
so that others may scrutinize it and judge 
whether its teaching is consistent with Scrip-
ture, or whether one refuses to do so, in which 
case one’s beliefs are essentially identified 
with the teaching of Scripture and placed 
above such scrutiny.” 

It is the anti-creedalist, in other words, 
who trumps the Bible with an unassailable 
(because unstated) tradition.

Ironies like this are delicious to the 
already persuaded, but they are unlikely 
to change minds. Trueman almost always 
avoids what he calls the “rather distaste-
ful, not to mention sinful, tendency among 
many confessional writers to look down 
with scorn and derision on those who are 
not confessional.” But he does lecture from 
a rather high seat, and at times he makes it 
clear that all God’s ways tend toward a good 
Presbyterian church.

But what about evangelicals not already 
convinced by confessionalism? Perhaps, for 
them, the most helpful parts of The Creedal 
Imperative will be the section on the biblical 
foundations of creedalism and the delightful 
chapter on “confession as praise.” Trueman’s 
fine book may actually give them a glimpse of 

the high helpfulness, if not the 
necessity, of creeds.

Fred Sanders is associate 

professor of theology at Biola 

University’s Torrey Honors 

Institute, and the author of 

The Deep Things of God: How 

the Trinity Changes Everything 

(Crossway).

The Need for Creeds 
It’s more than merely helpful to set down the church’s 
core convictions in words. By Fred Sanders
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THE DIVINE VOICE
Christian Proclamation and the Theology of Sound
STEPHEN H. WEBB (WIPF & STOCK)

What’s the most grievously 

overlooked work of theol-

ogy from the last decade? 

One candidate is this book by 

Stephen H. Webb (one of my 

2004 end-of-the-year favor-

ites). Since then, the fi eld now 

known as “Sound Studies” has exploded, but fi rst-

rate theological entries are still in short supply. 

Three loud cheers to Wipf & Stock for putting 

The Divine Voice back into circulation. “Sound 

is invisible and thus it can penetrate walls and 

barge unannounced through closed doors. It is 

this invisibility that makes sound so convenient 

for thinking about our relationship to God.”

SO BRILLIANTLY CLEVER
Parker, Hulme & the Murder That Shocked the World  
PETER GRAHAM (AWA PRESS)

In 1954, two girls in New Zea-

land (aged 15 and 16) murdered 

one girl’s mother, beating her 

to death. Peter Jackson’s 1994 

fi lm Heavenly Creatures pro-

voked journalists to try and 

track down the perpetrators 

40 years after the event. One of the two, having 

served her sentence, had left New Zealand and 

taken a new identity as Anne Perry, becoming 

an internationally successful writer of histori-

cal crime fi ction. Peter Graham, a lawyer, has 

written a compulsively readable and morally 

probing account of the case and its aftermath. 

AMERICAN SCIENCE FICTION
Nine Classic Novels of the 1950s
EDITED BY GARY K. WOLFE (LIBRARY OF AMERICA)

This handsome two-volume set 

(a Christmas gift idea?) includes 

work by Alfred Bester, James 

Blish, Leigh Brackett, Algis 

Budrys, Robert A. Heinlein, 

Fritz Leiber, Richard Matheson, 

and Theodore Sturgeon. While 

providing many hours of good reading for old-

timers and newcomers alike, these novels cast a 

cold light on received opinion about “the Fifties.”

BITS & 
PIECES
Excerpts from recent books.

WILSON’S 
BOOKMARKS 
From the editor of Books & Culture.oks & Culture

There will be just one thing in the end, and that is the love that was in our 

thoughts, worries, wishes, and hopes. Everything else ends and passes away—

everything we did not think, and long for, out of love. All thoughts, all knowl-

edge, all talk that has not love comes to an end—only love never ends.

Now if we are aware that something will come to an end, then it is probably not even 

worth starting. Life is too short and too serious for us to have time to waste, to spend on 

things that will only come to an end. Now and then we realize this for ourselves with 

shattering clarity. On New Year’s or on our birthday, when we look back at what we have 

done during the past year or in the period of our lives just past, we are sometimes horri-

fied to see that we have done nothing of lasting value. All our worries and efforts, all the 

things we have thought and said, have long since died away to nothing. Nothing is left—

except perhaps an act of love, a loving thought, a hope for someone else, which may have 

occurred almost by chance, perhaps without our even being aware of it.

Where this is leading is clear: everything, all our knowledge, insight, thinking, and talk-

ing should in the end move toward and turn into love. For only what we think because of 

love, and in love, will remain, will never end.

Why must everything else come to an end, and why does only love never end? Because 

only in love does a person let go of himself or herself and give up his or her will, for the 

other person’s benefit. Because love alone comes not from my own self but from another 

self, from God’s self. Because it is through love alone that God acts through us—whereas 

in everything else it is we ourselves who are at work; it is our thoughts, our speaking, our 

knowledge—but it is God’s love. And what is ours comes to an end, all of it—but what is 

of God remains. Because love is God’s very self and God’s will; that is why it never ends, it 

never doubts, it stays its course. . . . It goes out to enemies as well as to friends, and it never 

abandons anyone, even when it is abandoned by everyone. Love follows after its beloved 

through guilt and disgrace and loneliness, all of which are 

no part of it; it is simply there and never ends. And it blesses 

every place it enters. Everywhere it goes, it finds imperfec-

tion and bears witness to perfection.

From The Collected Sermons of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, edited by 

Isabel Best. © 2012 Fortress Press, admin. Augsburg Fortress. 

Reproduced by permission of the publisher. All rights reserved.

C H R I S T I A N I T Y  T O D A Y   |   N o v e m b e r  2 0 1 274

Love Never Ends
from THE COLLECTED SERMONS OF DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

EDITED BY ISABEL BEST (FORTRESS PRESS, 240 PAGES) 



yle W. Dorsett’s many books tell 
the stories of heroes of the Chris-
tian faith—men like D. L. Moody, 

Billy Sunday, and A. W. Tozer. In 
his latest book, Serving God and Country: 

U.S. Military Chaplains in World War II (Berk-
ley), the Billy Graham Professor of Evangelism 
at Beeson Divinity School tells the stories of 
men who, if less famous, were no less heroic. 
Author and military wife Lisa Velthouse spoke 
with Dorsett about the Protestant ministers, 
Catholic priests, and Jewish rabbis 
who braved the battlefield to care 
for souls.

What sparked your interest in World War 
II chaplains?
I’m a historian by training, and I’ve always 
had an interest in World War II—it absolutely 
fascinates me. In my early adulthood I was an 
agnostic living in a secular academic world, 
and then in midlife I became a convert to the 
Christian faith. Gradually my interest in the 
faith began to coincide with my interest in 
World War II, and I started wanting to know 
more about chaplains. We don’t know much 
about them.

Over the years, I began to interview chap-
lains. I also interviewed a lot of soldiers, sail-
ors, and Marines who had served in World 
War II. Much of my material comes from 
them.

Why is it important to look back on this 
period in history?
World War II chaplains made sac-
rifices in great numbers—next to 
the Army Air Corps, more chap-
lains were killed in World War II 
per capita than any other military 
group. That blew my mind when 
I found it. That shocked me.

Shortly after the war, Gen-
eral [Alexander] Vandegrift, 
who had become Commandant 
of the Marine Corps, praised the 

chaplains’ work. He was a brilliant com-
mander, a no-nonsense fighting man, and he 
did not romanticize or overly generalize about 
anything. I’m quoting him: “The ministrations 
you have carried to our fighting men have been 
an epic of spiritual heroism. Never at any time, 
to my knowledge, have our men lacked for 
religious care and guidance. You have gone 
wherever they have gone. To millions of 
American boys, you have been ‘A friend that 
sticketh closer than a brother.’ In this war, 

they turned to you constantly. 
You were more than conductors 
of devotional services. You were 

helpers, advisers, listeners and comforters.”

Did anything in your research surprise you?
Certainly the courage of so many chaplains. 
It’s not that I think they would’ve been less 
courageous than other people. I just was 
astounded by the unusual dedication and 
heroism, to be with these men in the areas 
of greatest danger. As I would read memoirs 
or hear testimonies of men who fought, I real-
ized these chaplains became true shepherds 
like Jesus. Not just some teaching leader, but 
a true shepherd who saw these men as their 
flock and wanted to be with them.

There’s a story of a Catholic priest at the 
Battle of the Bulge who was charging right 
into the Ardennes, into the forest. I inter-
viewed a man who was a young officer at 
the time, coming off the front briefly to have 
a leg wound bandaged. He saw this priest 

crouched but running full 
speed towards the heavy 
fighting. And the officer said, 
“Chappie, what in the world 
do you think you’re doing? 
People up there are dying 
by the scores!” The chaplain 
said, “That’s precisely why I 
need to be there.” And he just 
kept going. Catholic, Protes-
tant, and Jewish chaplains, 
there was no difference. It 

was an amazing group of men.
I was also surprised at how much chap-

lains did to encourage families at home, to 
say, Hey, we’re caring about the spiritual life 
of your son or your husband. And a lot of these 
chaplains went to great lengths. They’d have 
postcards printed up with blanks to fill in. 
Among my uncle’s belongings was a postcard 
that went to my aunt, saying, “Your husband, 
Jack Dorsett, has been a faithful attendee 
at our chapel services.” Or a Catholic priest 
might say, “Your son is faithfully receiving 
Communion.” On the other hand, I found a 
letter that one chaplain wrote to a woman, 
saying, “Your husband has no excuse not to 
come to Mass. He never does, and, you know, 
you ought to do what you can to encourage 
him. This is a disgrace.”

How did chaplains contribute to the 
breakdown of racial and religious barriers?
The American armed forces were not deseg-
regated until after World War II, but prior to 
that, there was de facto desegregation in cer-
tain areas. For instance, already in early 1942, 
the Army had both black and white chaplain 
candidates in chaplain school together. In 
combat, you had white chaplains serving 
black troops and black chaplains ministering 
to white troops. They were all in the middle 
of a life-and-death struggle, and the walls of 
prejudice began to go down.

I read accounts of, say, a Jewish chaplain 
who, until Chaplain Corps, had never had 
social contact with a Catholic priest or a Prot-
estant minister! And vice versa. A Catholic 
priest would write in his memoir, Having to 
share a room with a Jewish man and a Protes-
tant man broke down barriers that we never 
would’ve broken down.

Why do you encourage readers to consider 
becoming chaplains?
I teach in a divinity school, and I have a lot 
of friends who are active-duty military. And 
the more I talk to those friends, the more I 
learn how few chaplains there are, or how 
few are truly orthodox, biblically-grounded 
evangelical Christians. I keep hearing people 
say, “We can’t find a chaplain!” This is a 
national need, and it’s every bit as important 
as having another good artillery commander 
or another good rifleman.

True Shepherds
World War II chaplains watched over their flocks in the 
midst of great danger. Interview by Lisa Velthouse
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Mad Scientist Meets God
Fringe shows what might happen when the Lord’s in the lab. By Todd Hertz

od is science. If you’re a man 
of science, then [science] is the 
only faith we need.”

Since a character uttered 
those words three seasons ago on Fringe 
★★★★★, now in its final season on Fox 
(Fridays, 9/8c), the crime show has 
crafted an engrossing and personal rebut-
tal of that declaration. 

Last season’s finale—which one critic 
called the show’s “ultimate statement 
on scientific hubris”—made it clear that 
Fringe’s main arc was always about the moti-
vations and consequences of playing God. 
As the series ends, it will be remembered as 
perhaps the most captivating and nuanced 
exploration of science and faith ever shown 
on television.

Co-creator J. J. Abrams (Alias, Lost) con-
ceived Fringe as a marriage between mythol-
ogy-heavy but ratings-light serials (the kind 
you have to watch every week to keep up) 
and Nielsen-juggernaut crime procedur-
als (the kind you can jump in at any time 
and still “get” it). Fringe had decent ratings 
the first year, but as the show moved from 
cleanly-resolved crime-of-the-week episodes 
into deeper, serialized mythology, the ratings 
began to slip. Fox kept Fringe on the air thanks 

to critical praise, a cult following, and hopes 
of reaching the traditional threshold of 100 
episodes for syndication—thus earning back 
some of its lost money. (The finale will be 
episode number 100.)

The show follows a federal task force 
called the Fringe Division, which investigates 
crimes committed by “mad scientists” who 
cross moral lines by abusing peripheral sci-
ences like nanotechnology, parallel universes, 
and psychokinesis. FBI agent Olivia Dunham 
(Anna Torv) leads the team, and is assisted 
by eccentric scientific genius Walter Bishop 
(John Noble) and his jack-of-all-trades son, 
Peter (Joshua Jackson).

Unlike a typical crime show, Fringe’s bad 
guys aren’t generally itching to get rich or take 

over the world. Instead, the villains are a 
parade of broken people trying to control 
things that humans normally can’t—in 
essence, trying to play God. A clear mes-
sage: the use (or misuse) of any gift or ability 
begins in the heart, with all of its motives 
and emotions—pure or otherwise.

At the center of it all is Bishop, a 
reformed mad scientist with a con-
science—and a poignant foil to each week’s 
baddie. Humbled, broken, and seeking for-
giveness for a long-ago trespass, Bishop 

now uses his mind for good. But 20 years ago, 
he was arrogant, convinced that anything the 
human race could achieve should be achieved. 
He believed his intellect made him a god; 
morals had nothing to do with science. When 
wrecked by terrible tragedy, Bishop used his 
knowledge of parallel universes to commit a 
heart-wrenchingly awful act—and it changed 
him. “Before [that], I had never believed in 
God,” he later revealed. “But it occurred to 
me . . . that my actions had betrayed him.”

Eventually, Bishop swings from hating God 
for letting bad things happen to desiring his 
forgiveness, pledging to never violate his will 
again. Today’s Bishop, then, is defined by a 
self-imposed penance—and a startling twist 
on Jesus’ metaphor of plucking out your eye 
if it causes you to sin.

Bishop’s journey came full circle last 
season when a former lab mate—out of per-
sonal pain and spite for God—brought to 
fruition unthinkable ideas spewed by the old 
Bishop. “I grew cancer,” said the former col-
league. “And [if] God made us in his image—if 
we are capable of being gods—then it is our 
destiny to do so.”

The man wasn’t merely playing God; he 
believed he was God. Such is the man that 
Bishop—who once believed that science 
was “the only faith we need”—might have 
become. But, as Fringe shows, Bishop learns 
the fallacy of such thinking, discovering the 
necessity of faith—in loved ones, in self, and 
in a creator.

Todd Hertz reviews media for Christianity

Today.com and ThinkChristian.net.
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Episcopalians and the Gay Debate
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What begins as a biographical profi le of Gene Robinson, 
widely considered the fi rst openly gay bishop in 
Christendom, gradually morphs into a broader 

examination of a denomination in confl ict as representatives of 
the Episcopal Church prepare to vote on the consecration of gays 
and lesbians as well as whether or not to bless same-sex unions in 
states where they are legal. 

An admittedly biased fi lm, Love Free or Die ★★★★★, 
airing October 29 on pbs, does a better job than many hot-button 
documentaries at resisting the urge to demonize those who 
disagree with its subject’s or director’s point of view. A range of positions on either side of the 
debate is presented, and when the vote is concluded there is somber prayer and refl ection rather 
than triumphal cheering. 

The fi lm’s most indelible scene is not one of Robinson but of a female delegate brought to tears 
by her inability to reconcile what her heart and her head tell her is the right thing to do.

Kenneth R. Morefield, a ct film critic, is an associate professor of English at Campbell University.                           
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John Noble as Walter Bishop.



TWO 
MINUTES
WITH . . . 
Gabriel Wilson
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mber Waves ★★★★★ (Cowboy 
Angel Music) is Bill Mallonee’s 
50th album (including his time 

with Vigilantes of Love), but 
despite the milestone release, he isn’t making 
a big deal out of it—typical for the grizzled 
veteran. Here, Mallonee continues to do 
what he does best. The lyrics are unpre-
tentious and light on metaphors. His voice 
enunciates every syllable confidently. It’s the 
sort of music an alt-country artist nearing 
60 should make. Mallonee doesn’t 
need to reinvent the wheel that has 
kept him spinning down the right 
path for so many years.

Mallonee has always avoided 
clichés, exploring life’s questions 
via idiosyncratic songwriting. On 
album closer “Into God Knows What,” he 
faces his own mortality: “I read the book, 
and I heard the angels sing / Heard a few 
sermons, on the road from A to B . . . / Let 
me go down easy when the box gets shut / 
Let me go down easy into God knows what.” 
Mallonee’s ambiguity—“into God knows 
what”—is curious. Is he saying he doesn’t 
know? Or that since God knows, he rests in 
that assurance? Given the context—other 
lyrics mention “stealing the sting out of the 

grave” and that what comes next is “a cure 
for what ills”—and given that he croons softly 
and hopefully over a gentle guitar, it seems 
more a song of hope than one of dread.

The folk rock revival of the ’00s has likely 
seen its peak with the success of artists like 
Mumford & Sons and the Avett Brothers, but 
Mallonee’s folksy distinctives were always 
outside of that bubble. He is less a part of pop 
tradition, and more a troubadour of visceral 
songwriting in the vein of Nick Drake, Daniel 

Johnston, or Tom Waits.
On Amber Waves, Mallonee’s 

relationship with God is presented 
with gravity and simple candor. 
Overspiritualizing doesn’t seem 
possible for him, as his most bib-
lically resonant song’s chorus rum-

bles, “They say the Savior had nowhere to lay 
his head, and pretty soon neither shall we / 
One thing about faith you can be sure: It all 
comes soaked in gasoline.” For addressing 
complex religious beliefs through simple 
songs, Mallonee continues to deserve high 
praise for pulling it off yet again—incredibly, 
for the 50th time.

Ron Augustine is a Moody Bible alum, disc 

jockey, and music journalist from Chicago.

Gravity and Candor
Mallonee’s 50th an alt-country gem. By Ron Augustine
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When Gabriel Wilson’s 

paternal grandfather, a 

man he’d never known, 

died two years ago, the 

singer-songwriter went 

to the funeral and 

discovered a family 

legacy he knew nothing about. The late 

Cornelius McGuire had been a musician and 

pastor. One of his sons, Dony McGuire, had 

married Reba Rambo, daughter of Buck and 

Dottie Rambo—and the four of them had gone 

on to become gospel legends. It sent Wilson on 

a personal and artistic journey of discovery, 

delving into the relationship with his estranged 

father (his parents divorced when Wilson was 

two years old). The result is The McGuire Side, a 

story-fi lled album exploring that family history. 

Robert Ham talked to Wilson about the project.

What was this journey like?
It was diffi  cult yet it happened very naturally. 

Going to my grandfather’s funeral, and 

witnessing his legacy being talked about, I saw 

parts of myself in these people—the music and 

creativity and passion for ministry. I’m a 

McGuire. I just started processing [that] through 

journaling and songwriting.

Have your parents heard the album? 
I played it for my father, and told him the story 

behind each song. I cried with him a lot. He said 

it brought up a lot of memories and feelings, but 

it brought us even closer. With my mom, I didn’t 

want to write anything that would pull at things 

that have been forgiven and forgotten. I wanted 

to honor everyone. At the end of the day, both 

of them were pretty excited about it.

You were in mainstream rock before 
moving to Christian music. What was 
that transition like?
It was diffi  cult initially because I was scared 

to give myself to the music ministry. My ego 

had to die. Indie rock is about creating art 

for art’s sake. Doing ministry with music is 

a balance of making great art but also serv-

ing people. It was a really good life lesson to 

learn because I was a selfi sh young man.  
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BOOKS 
AMPLIFYING OUR WITNESS
Giving Voice to Adolescents with 
Developmental Disabilities
BENJAMIN T. CONNER (EERDMANS)

★★★★★ One of every fi ve children has been 

diagnosed with some kind of developmental dis-

ability, reports youth minister Benjamin Conner. 

In Amplifying Our Witness, Conner expounds on 

the challenges and joys of gospel fellowship with 

young men and women uniquely burdened and, 

perhaps, uniquely gifted. Drawing upon scholarly 

resources and his own experiences ministering 

to developmentally disabled adolescents in Wil-

liamsburg, Virginia, Conner calls upon the church 

to “create spaces” where mutually redemptive 

relationships can fl ourish. —Matt Reynolds

THE CHURCH IN AN AGE OF CRISIS
25 New Realities Facing Christianity
JAMES EMERY WHITE (BAKER)

★★★★★ Jesus promised that the gates of 

hell will not prevail against his church. That 

doesn’t mean we won’t occasionally be in for 

a bumpy ride. James Emery White, a pastor in 

suburban Charlotte, North Carolina, off ers 

a “whirlwind tour” of 25 “realities” convuls-

ing modern society and causing turbulence 

for God’s people. White keeps us sober and on 

guard as we await the day when, in the words 

of a fi ne hymn, “the great church victorious 

shall be the church at rest.” —Matt Reynolds

MEDITATION AND COMMUNION 
WITH GOD
Contemplating Scripture in an Age of Distraction
JOHN JEFFERSON DAVIS (ivp ACADEMIC)

★★★★★ You’re reading this sentence, 

and you’ll probably read the handful to come. 

But you’re also wondering, perhaps right 

this instant, whether to peek once more at 

that buzzing phone or crowded inbox. You’re 

distracted. It would do you well, argues 

Gordon-Conwell seminary professor John 

Jeff erson Davis, to learn (or relearn) the dis-

cipline of sustained meditation on God’s 

Word. In Meditation and Communion with 

God, Davis ably surveys cultural, theologi-

cal, and neuroscientifi c developments that 

make this moment propitious for reviving 

an oft-neglected practice. —Matt Reynolds

MUSIC
ANDREW PETERSON

LIGHT FOR THE LOST BOY
(CENTRICITY)

★★★★★ Andrew Peterson’s penchant for 

epic themes continues on his ninth studio 

album. But what’s new here is a brilliant edge, 

delivered by his willingness to grapple with 

diffi  cult questions and by bigger production 

and wider instrumentation. The well-placed, 

moody growling of electric guitar gives teeth 

to Peterson’s groans of creation, and his 

lyrics walk the tightrope of the human condi-

tion, at once echoing the crushing weight of 

mortality and the fi erce hope of eternity. 

Lost Boy places the mantle of Rich Mullins 

squarely on Peterson’s shoulders. Its sonic still 

lifes and sweeping landscapes capture transcen-

dent freeze-frames between the love of earth 

and the longing for heaven. —Jeremy V. Jones

SEAN ROWE

THE SALESMAN AND THE SHARK
(ANTI RECORDS)

★★★★★ Though not a participant in what 

he calls “organized dogmatic tradition,” Sean 

Rowe nonetheless fi nds holy ground in the 

created world. Rather than preaching natural-

ism, though, his sophomore album uses the 

backdrop of nature to illustrate universal sto-

ries of love, grief, the passage of time, and 

questions of purpose. His style varies from 

stark arrangements marked only by guitar 

and piano tinkerings to lush orchestrations. 

Although his soundscapes are lovely, it’s that 

moody, gorgeous baritone that marks Rowe’s 

music as unforgettable. —Kristin Garrett

KELLY JOE PHELPS

BROTHER SINNER & THE WHALE
(BLACK HEN MUSIC)

★★★★★ With an extensive background in 

jazz and blues, and years of experience with 

slide guitar, Kelly Joe Phelps abandons his lap 

steel for bottleneck on Brother Sinner & the 

Whale. It is, in essence, a blues guitar album, 

and he demonstrates such fi ngerpickin’ mastery 

over the instrument that it seems an exten-

sion of himself. But more than that, Phelps 

fi nds Jesus in the blues, singing those familiar 

themes of day-to-day restlessness, hard times, 

and sorrow with “hope in the Lord to provide” 

and the comfort of community (“may we fi nd in 

our togetherness honest joy”). —Kristin Garrett

QUICK TAKES 
           More media of note.

SUMMER 2013
Sabbath Practices—Mary S. Hulst
June 17–21, 2013 

Communitas: 
A Visiting Scholar Program
Available for four weeks between 
June 17 and July 19, 2013 

Los Protestantes: Latino Protestantism 
in the United States
Juan Francisco Martínez
June 24–28, 2013

Eastern Orthodoxy for the West
William Abraham and 
Paul L. Gavrilyuk
July 8–19, 2013

Imaginative Reading for 
Creative Preaching
Cornelius Plantinga, Jr. 
July 8–19, 2013

Contact 
Seminars @ Calvin 

E-mail: seminars@calvin.edu 
Phone: (616) 526-8558 
Fax: (616) 526-6682

For application 
information: 

www.calvin.edu/scs
Application deadline: 

Feb. 8, 2013

Calvin College
Grand Rapids, Michigan
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But what does that really mean?

Why should we care?

And how can we change?

This is a book for those of us who are ready to 

take holiness seriously, ready to be more like 

Jesus, ready to respond to grace, and ready to 

enjoy the process of transformation.

crossway.org/holeinourholiness
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S P E C I A L  A D V E R T I S I N G  S E C T I O N

REACHING 
A GENERATION OF “EXILES”

Colleges respond to Millennials who are 
disappointed, disillusioned, and

drifting from the church

Higher education is confronting the faith struggles 
and disconnect of today’s young Christians. pg. 84

Reaching students through authenticity and 
peer leadership. pg. 104



he challenges facing 
Christian higher education continue to 
grow, and now a new challenge that’s 
impacting the church has the potential to 
cause long-term implications for colleges 
and universities as well. So said cultural 
researcher David Kinnaman, president 
of the evangelical research firm Barna 
Group, when he spoke at the 2012 
Chief Academic Officers Conference 
(sponsored by the Council for Christian 
Colleges and Universities [CCCU]).

During his presentation, Kinnaman 
drew from his most recent book, You 
Lost Me: Why Young Christians Are Leav-
ing Church . . . and Rethinking Faith, to 
address the disconnect that’s happening 
between the younger generation and 
their faith. Young people, whom he refers 
to as “exiles,” are leaving the church at a 
rate that some would consider alarming. 
He cites a 43 percent drop in Christian 
church attendance between the teen 
and early adult years (roughly ages 18 
to 29). And he attributes the primary 
reason for their dropping away from the 
church to the Christian community’s 
failure to equip this particular age group 
(often referred to as “Millennials”) to live 
“in but not of” the world and to follow 
Christ in the midst of profound cultural 
changes.

Ronald Mahurin, CCCU’s vice presi-
dent of professional development and 
research, says, “The discussion surround-
ing Kinnaman’s primary thesis—that the 
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so-called exiles are leaving the church 
and not returning because they simply 
do not feel that the church has equipped 
them intellectually (and perhaps spiri-
tually) for the challenges they face in 
the world—strikes a strong chord with 
faculty and campus leaders in Christian 
higher education.”

Ed Ericson, vice president for aca-
demic affairs at John Brown University 
(JBU) in Siloam Springs, Arkansas, 
assesses the challenge: “I’ve long felt 
that our CCCU students are completely 
immersed both in their church culture 
and also in their secular culture. They 
typically see no contradictions or ten-
sion between these two aspects of their 
reality, even if we think they should. And 
if we don’t provide them with intellec-
tual frameworks to reconcile these two 
realities, then they will improvise their 
own makeshift frameworks. If instead we 
contend that there are insurmountable 
contradictions and tensions between 
these two realities, then the resulting 
forced choice will cause us to lose many 
of these students, especially some of our 
best and brightest.”

Says Gene Fant, executive vice presi-
dent for academic administration and a 
professor of English at Union University 
in Jackson, Tennessee, “Kinnaman is 
dead-on in his description of young 
people who are torn by their dual—and 
often conflicting—desires to be bold 
for the faith and to be accepted by their 

contemporaries.” Fant adds, “I am often 
asked what is different about this genera-
tion of students, and I typically respond 
that they are totally committed to saving 
the world as long as it doesn’t require 
any type of discomfort.”

A New Phenomenon?
Some contend that the dynamic Kin-
naman describes is, for the most part, 
neither altogether new nor surprising. 
Says Graham Walker, president of 
Patrick Henry College (PHC) in Purcell-
ville, Virginia, “Christians are in fact and 
always have been ‘exiles’ in the world. 
This should come as a surprise only to a 
Christian who erroneously expects to be 
perfectly comfortable in this life living at 
peace with a world that Scripture clearly 
tells us is at enmity with God.”

Walker continues, “Kinnaman 
describes a desire to maintain a Christian 
identity while accepting the substance 
of popular culture’s ways of thinking. 
This is impossible, and the attempt to do 
so is undermining American Christian-
ity. There is supposed to be contrariety 
between Christians and the world.”

Walker notes that, historically, Chris-
tians have been shapers of culture who 
“boldly preserved past traditions and 
created new forms of art and thought.” 
He laments, “Sadly, I fear that many 
Christians—both younger and older—are 
being molded by the technology and 
media that they eagerly and uncritically 

ADDRESSING THE DRIFT
How higher education is confronting 

the faith struggles and disconnect
of today’s young Christians.
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consume. Postmodernist, anti-intellectual 
capitulation to pop culture unfortunately 
characterizes wide swaths of the Chris-
tian community.”

Some, however, maintain there is 
something different about what is hap-
pening today. Once such person is Kina 
Mallard, provost and vice president for 
academic affairs at Carson-Newman 
College in Jefferson City, Tennessee. 
She says, “While it is true that Christians 
throughout time have had to figure out 
their faith in their culture, young people 
today live in a much more complex soci-
ety. Their faith is continually challenged 
by the rapid social, technological, and 
global changes that have occurred and 
are occurring during their lifetime. Never 
before have young people had access 
to such a diversity of ideas and values 
as they have today. Mass media, social 
media, technology, diversity in schools 
and churches, and exposure through 
international travel provide young Chris-
tians with choices and challenges.”

Says JBU’s Ericson, “Over the 30 

years that I have been associated with 
Christian higher education, these ques-
tions have been debated and discussed 
with great frequency. But, to me, it feels 
like the intensity of the concerns has 
ratcheted to a new level in the last 5 
years or so. Whether it’s the challenge of 
the New Atheists, the discoveries from 
genomic research, or the 24/7 intrusion 
of social media and mobile technology, 
we seem to be ‘living in Babylon’ in 
ways that I haven’t really experienced in 
my lifetime.”

Union University’s Fant empathizes 
with today’s college student. “In my time 
as a student, I had the same passion and 
the same desire to be accepted.” He 
adds, “But the culture I was in was not 
as hostile toward matters of faith as this 
culture is—particularly in the world of 
secular education.”

Fant recalls one of his mentors point-
ing him to history and to the readings of 
thinkers such as G. K. Chesterton and C. 
S. Lewis: “This helped me to understand 
that what I was feeling was nothing new. 

. . . I kept looking at snapshots of my 
culture, and my readings helped me to 
see history as a movie that was expan-
sive.” Fant adds, “I think this is part of the 
role of Christian mentors and educators: 
helping young people see beyond their 
own horizons by the light of the gospel 
and the Holy Spirit.”

Regardless of whether this tension 
between church and culture is mostly a 
new or an age-old phenomenon, Caro-
lyn Dirksen, vice president for academic 
affairs at Lee University in Cleveland, 
Tennessee, cautions against sounding 
the alarm bell too soon. Says Dirksen, 
“While I do agree that students are less 
connected to their denominations and 
to their individual church congrega-
tions, I would not agree that they are less 
connected to faith.” She explains, “The 
students I see have a deep understanding 
of Christ’s commitment to the poor and 
marginal, to peace and reconciliation, 
and to authenticity. They are disillu-
sioned with denominations and church 
congregations to the extent that they do 
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not see them making these issues their 
central priorities.”

Dirksen adds that the students she 
sees “may not attend church regularly or 
identify with denominations,” but they 
“still want to find ways to serve God 
and to make the world a better place.” 
She notes that at Lee University more 
students than ever are now involved in 
discipleship groups, adding, “We have 
a very active group of students pressing 
for more prayer on campus, and students 
travel considerable distances to attend 
meaningful worship events.”

Addressing the Tough Issues
It’s not surprising that young Christians 
who are steeped in secular culture will, 
when they’re within an academic envi-
ronment, express views that might be at 
odds with traditional Christian teaching 
and understanding. This is a reality that, 
by and large, Christian colleges and 
universities are attempting to address 
proactively. Says CCCU’s Mahurin, 
“Campus leaders—be they presidents, 

board members, senior cabinet officers, 
faculty, and even staff—understand that 
the challenges and opportunities to be 
faithful witnesses to the culture require 
that we take head-on the difficult ques-
tions that our students will bring with 
them to campus.”

For many schools, questions related 
to evolution or homosexuality are either 
at or near the top of the list of difficult 
questions. Says Lee University’s Dirk-
sen, “We attempt to engage students in 
dialogue where they are and explore 
other perspectives with them. We often 
feature chapel services on these contro-
versial issues and ensure that our faculty, 
staff, and student leaders are prepared to 
engage in these conversations.” Noting 
that one of the school’s key educational 
emphases is critical thinking—and citing 
Lee University’s mission to prepare stu-
dents for responsible living in a complex 
world—Dirksen states, “Our approach 
is to equip our students to think through 
current and evolving issues instead of 
mindlessly conforming to the culture.”

Addressing this challenge entails, in 
part, prodding students to think critically 
and to apply these skills as they critique 
the culture that has shaped them. Says 
Union University’s Fant, “We try to 
strengthen critical thinking skills that 
move students beyond visceral and often 
emotional frameworks for their opin-
ions.” He adds, “Starting any statement 
with ‘In my opinion’ is almost always a 
pathway to error at best, and arrogance 
at worst.”

Fant continues, “I once had a student 
who wrote an essay that began with 
‘Shakespeare was, in my opinion, a very 
good writer.’ I had to help her under-
stand that she needed to do more than 
pronounce greatness; she needed to 
build a case for it and prove it with docu-
mentation and not mere assertion.”

On questions related to the evolution 
debate, JBU’s Ericson credits the school’s 
biology faculty for appropriately bal-
ancing such goals as allowing diversity 
of thought in the classroom, teaching 
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students “not to be scared of science and 
the pursuit of truth,” and “embracing the 
diversity of where we gain our knowl-
edge—however you wish to label it—
sacred/secular or special versus natural 
revelation.”

As for homosexuality, Ericson states 
that JBU recently began addressing the 
topic as a “theological dialogue,” as 
opposed to a “monologue posture.” He 
observes that up until now, the older 
generation (i.e., most of those in leader-
ship at the university) didn’t see much 
of a need for a real dialogue. Thus, 
younger people who are struggling 
“experientially” had no choice but to 
view the older generation’s posture as 
“anti-gay.” This lack of communica-
tion, Ericson adds, might allow young 
people—who are “enabled by a prevail-
ing culture of tolerance, plurality and 
postmodernity”—to “unintentionally 
adopt a shift in their theology without 
assessing the change through reason.”

Says Ericson, “In both [evolution and 
homosexuality], I think the critical focus 
needs to be on understanding that as our 
culture has moved into a postmodern 
world, those of us in Christian leader-
ship are going to have to embrace the 
fact that we have to answer [students’] 
questions that may . . . seem like rebel-
liousness, [and we must do so] in a 
nondefensive manner. It is going to take 
hard work on our part because these 
are positions that our generation did not 
have to ‘defend.’ ”

Says Carson-Newman’s Mallard, 
“One of the strengths of a Christian col-
lege environment is that controversial 
topics that may conflict with traditional 
Christian perspectives can be discussed 
openly.” She adds, “Faculty and staff at 
Carson-Newman strive to model civil 
conversations by respecting individual 
experiences and opinions and addressing 
inevitable confusion and frustration in a 
grace-filled environment that can rest on 
the truths found in God’s Word.”

For his part, PHC’s Walker cautions 
against conforming to the culture: “If 
the culture views evangelicals as ‘out of 
touch’ on important moral and intel-
lectual issues, then the real problem 
is not that Christ, who is the Truth, is 
somehow disconnected from factuality. 

The problem is that the culture has come 
unmoored from any objective way of 
rendering judgment on these very issues.”

Addressing the charge that Chris-
tians are anti-intellectual, Walker states, 
“Those who take their bearings from 
popular and academic culture can point 
their fingers and deride, but they cannot 
find a solid place to stand. It is this 
problem that deserves to be called ‘anti-
intellectualism.’ ” He adds, “It is odd that 
those who deny the capacity of reason to 
grasp truth can turn around and accuse 
others of ‘anti-intellectualism.’ ”

Prescriptions for the Future
“The gulf between the views of our 
alumni and what our students are deal-
ing with today,” says JBU’s Ericson, 
“seems greater than at any time in recent 
memory. I do believe this is one of the 
great challenges that Christian higher 
education will be confronting over the 
next few decades, only rivaled by, per-
haps—and certainly connected to—the 
challenge of financial sustainability for 
our sorts of institutions.”

Says Union University’s Fant, “I sense 
that we are at a watershed moment in 
Christian education, where institutions 
will either ‘get hot or go home.’ What I 
mean is that the time for being mealy-
mouthed is over [and that’s mainly] 
because the larger culture will force us to 
stake claims and draw definitive lines of 
delineation.”

Fant continues, “When someone indi-
cates that the essence of a Christian edu-
cation is ‘excellence’ or ‘service’ or even 
‘small class sizes with personal atten-
tion,’ I have to ask what is distinctively 
Christian about such an essence? Can’t 
someone from another faith tradition 
do those things? What are distinctively 
Christian are the gospel, the Scriptures, 
and the church. If curricula, student life, 
and even athletics aren’t fully integrated 
with these things, then it is not, per se, a 
Christian institution.”

JBU’s Ericson says he came away 
from Kinnaman’s presentation “more 
convinced than ever that if our institu-
tions don’t innovate in some significant 
ways, then many of us will slowly 
wither and die. Whether it’s declining 
denominational identity, substantial 

demographic transitions, or increas-
ing competition from new approaches 
to higher education, Kinnaman 
rightly noted that ‘the times they are 
a-changin’.”

Ericson adds, “In addition to doing 
a better job of meeting students where 
they’re at intellectually and spiritually, 
we need to do a better job of meeting 
them where they’re at stylistically and 
structurally. Adult education programs, 
online endeavors, and engaged learning 
models are all attempts to reach today’s 
students in ways they can accept and 
hear.”

Lee University’s Dirksen emphasizes 
that Christian education “must teach 
students how to think instead of focusing 
so much on what to think.” Says Dirksen, 
“Obviously we want our students to 
embrace basic tenets of the faith. How-
ever, it is imperative to teach students 
how to employ biblical principles to 
analyze issues and solve problems. They 
must be ready to grapple with new sig-
nificant social issues as they emerge. We 
must prepare them for a tomorrow that 
we don’t know.”

PHC’s Walker is optimistic: “Thank-
fully, there is a vibrant and promising 
minority of young people in America 
today who desire to lead—not follow—
the culture, and to do so in a thoughtful, 
biblical way in service to Christ.” He 
continues, “These students clearly sense 
the antithesis between contemporary 
culture and the kingdom of God. They 
are willing to live as exiles, as Christians 
have done for millennia, because they 
are ultimately citizens of heaven. The 
reason they reject the assumptions of 
contemporary culture is not that they are 
anti-intellectual, intolerant, or bigoted. 
Rather, their rigorous intellectual endeav-
ors reinforce their faith.”

The CCCU’s Mahurin maintains that 
the “You Lost Me” generation might 
not be so lost after all. He says, “If one 
reads the works of Christian Smith, 
Timothy Clydesdale, and others, the 
hope for this generation may come as 
they emerge later in their adult lives to 
come to a point of peace and conviction 
about who they are in Christ.” Mahurin 
adds, “Yet the question remains for both 
the Christian church and the Christian 
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college or university: How will we 
remain faithful to our respective calling 
and at the same time reach out to a gen-
eration of young people who may hold 
very different views on matters of culture, 
science, human sexuality, technology, 
and more?”

Carson-Newman’s Mallard cites the 
crucial question posed by Kinnaman: 
“Can the Christian [college] summon 
the courage to prepare a new generation 
of professionals to be excellent in their 
calling and craft, yet humble and faithful 
where God has asked them to serve?” 
Mallard responds, “My answer is ‘Yes, 
we can. Yes, we must.’ This goal—excel-
lence in calling and craft, faithfulness in 
service—is the Christian college’s reason 
for being.”

Mallard continues, “To be faithful to 
our calling as Christian college adminis-
trators and faculty, we would do well to 
follow the advice from the last chapter 
of [Kinnaman’s] You Lost Me, including 
the advice to listen openly and com-
passionately; refuse a religious veneer 

and share with students transparently; 
increase our expectations and encour-
age students to take their education 
seriously; and give students the tools 
to interpret culture, reason clearly, and 
make distinctions that matter.”

Mallard concludes, “If we have faith 
in the next generation, we may discover 
that their ‘church’ resembles the early 

church described in Acts 2—rather 
than the large building where members 
meet twice a week—and their faith is 
stronger and deeper than any genera-
tion before them.”

Freelance writer and editor Randall L. Frame

works in the marketing department at Eastern 

University.

S P E C I A L  A D V E R T I S I N G  S E C T I O N
continued from page 92

WANT TO KNOW MORE?
Here are phone numbers to request information about 

schools advertising in this issue of Christianity Today. 

You can also request information on any of these schools 

at www.ChristianCollegeGuide.net.

Asbury University (KY) ............................................800-888-1818

Azusa Pacific University (CA) ................................ 626-969-3434

Boyce College (KY) ................................................. 800-626-5525

Cairn University (PA)............................................... 877-786-2728 

Calvin College (MI) ..................................................800-688-0122

Crown College (MN) ........................800-68-CROWN (682-7696)

Denver Seminary (CO) ...........................................800-922-3040

Geneva College (PA) .............................................. 800-847-8255

Gordon College (MA) .............................................. 866-464-6736

Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary (MA) ...... 800-428-7329

Grove City College (PA) .......................................... 724-458-2100

Houghton College (NY) ...........................................800-777-2556

Indiana Wesleyan University (IN) .........................800-234-5327

Judson University (IL) ............................................ 847-628-2500

Liberty University (VA) ........................................... 800-543-5317

Messiah College (PA) ............................................. 800-233-4220

Moody Bible Institute (IL) ................800-DL-MOODY (356-6639)

Olivet Nazarene University (IL) ..............................800-648-1463

Palm Beach Atlantic Univ. (FL)  ......888-GO-TO-PBA (468-6722)

Patrick Henry College (VA) ......................................888-338-1776

Pepperdine University (CA) ...................................310-506-4392

Seattle Pacific University (WA) ............................. 800-366-3344

Stetson University (FL) ...........................................800-688-0101

Trinity Christian College (IL) ............866-TRIN-4-ME (874-6463)

Union University (TN) ....................... 800-33-UNION (338-6466)

Wheaton College/Liberal Arts (IL) ......................... 800-888-0141



“My faith has given me the courage to take risks. Inventing a new way  
of doing soda — a healthier, lighter beverage — started small, right  
in my own kitchen.”

Sharelle Klaus ’92, founder of DRY Soda, Seattle, Washington

Small can be really big

What’s your story?
 

engaging the culture, changing the world. Just like Sharelle. 

spu.edu/smallchangebigimpact





WE ARE

We are a community of hope and purpose, full of thinkers and explorers 

who want to radically follow Christ. We come together as people both 

playful and sincere—people with space to be themselves—as we love, and 

serve, and learn. By integrating rigorous academics with steadfast faith 

we become more of who God wants us to be, as we experience Christ’s 

kingdom and all it has to offer.

LEARN MORE AT WWW.WHEATON.EDU



Whether you choose Media Communications or any of our other 
50+ majors, Asbury University is committed to equipping you for a 

lifetime of learning, leadership and service.

We will encourage you to immerse yourself in a new culture, tackle 
those hard academic and faith questions and stretch your 

boundaries as you discover God’s call for your life.  
At Asbury, academic excellence and spiritual vitality 

is not just our motto, it is our promise.

Undergraduate     Graduate     Degree Completion    Online Degrees
One Macklem Drive     Wilmore, KY 40390     asbury.edu     (800) 888-1818

Asbury University media students 
have worked as paid broadcasters 
at 10 Olympic Games since 1984.

Visit us online!
Scan this QR code.







Strengthening Lives
for Purpose, Service,

and Leadership

Pepperdine University is a Christian university committed 

to the highest standards of academic excellence and 

Christian values, where students are strengthened for 

lives of purpose, service, and leadership.

Malibu | West Los Angeles | Westlake Village | Irvine | Encino | Silicon Valley | Washington, D.C.
Heidelberg | London | Florence | Buenos Aires | Lausanne | Shanghai 

www.pepperdine.edu



C H R I S T I A N I T Y  T O D A Y   |   N o v e m b e r  2 0 1 2104

S P E C I A L  A D V E R T I S I N G  S E C T I O N

ina Mallard, provost and 
vice president for aca-
demic affairs at Carson-
Newman College, was 

among those who attended the 2012 
Chief Academic Officers Conference 
and heard the Barna Group’s David Kin-
naman speak on the topic of connecting 
with the younger generation of “exiles.” 
Says Mallard, “Dr. Kinnaman motivated 
me to see addressing the needs and 
concerns of these ‘exiles’ as an institu-
tional responsibility. Understanding that 
young Christians’ struggle is less with 
their faith and more with their experi-
ence of church has caused me to reflect 
on ways our college can encourage their 
faith-experiences.”

To be precise, “exiles” aren’t people 
who’ve given up on Christianity. At 
least not yet. Rather, they’re struggling 
to reconcile the secular culture with the 
traditional teachings and theological 
postures of the church. 

Mallard says it would behoove lead-
ers at Christian colleges and universi-
ties to “accept the fact that these young 
people are not as interested in attending 

the local church on Sunday as they 
are in spending their Sunday mornings 
working with inner-city youth or the 
homeless.”

Ronald Mahurin, vice president for 
professional development and research 
at the Council for Christian Colleges 
and Universities (CCCU), assures that 
Christian institutions are fully aware of 
the challenges presented by contempo-
rary culture and are “seeking to prepare 
young people to meet those challenges.” 
Says Mahurin, “Many CCCU campuses 
have expanded learning opportunities 
beyond the formal curriculum to include 
lecture series, residence hall activities, 
artist series, and even campus worship 
that help students connect their own 
questions to deeper theological and 
biblical truth.”

Carolyn Dirksen, vice president 
for academic affairs at Lee University, 
observes, “This generation, like all those 
I have seen before them, has some 
distrust of anyone [older than] 30, so we 
have worked hard at finding and training 
students to serve as leaders in every area 
of campus life.” At Lee, this translates 

into a heavy emphasis on peer leader-
ship. Says Dirksen, “We have chaplains 
and floor leaders that manage our very 
strong discipleship program in the resi-
dence halls. We also have an alternative 
chapel once a week that is planned by 
students around themes and issues of 
interest to them.”

Mike Hayes, vice president for 
student development at Lee, notes that 
last year the University’s student devel-
opment staff used Kinnaman’s book 
You Lost Me as a group-development 
experience to help guide the school’s 
approach to faith development, particu-
larly in residence halls and small-group 
discipleship ministry.

Says Carson-Newman’s Mallard, 
“Our chapel office has moved to 
student-led chapels, and programs are 
planned and approved by a chapel 
committee with student representa-
tives. Involvement and attendance have 
increased because the services fit the 
interests of the students.”

Mallard adds that chapel and convo-
cation speakers at Carson-Newman “are 
less likely to be traditional preachers, 
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and more likely to be representatives of 
organizations representing social justice 
initiatives, students sharing about their 
mission and service experiences, and 
experts grappling with controversial 
social issues.”

Gene Fant, executive vice president 
for academic administration and a 
professor of English at Union University, 
observes that the rise of technology and 
increased access to information have 
made student recruitment and academic 
programming “much less traditional.” 
Says Fant, “The old mail-out brochures 
with no access to the Internet meant 
that institutions could market one way 
and live out their actual commitments 
in another direction. I have a suspicion 
that this is what allowed much of the 
institutional drift away from orthodoxy 
in former generations.”

Fant continues, “As students and 
their families have moved more aggres-
sively to seek out information through 
electronic means, such as social media, 
it has created a much more attenuated 
institution.” He adds, “I think this has 

been a good development in most cases, 
as it spurs honesty and consistency of 
purpose most of the time.”

According to Ed Ericson, vice 
president for academic affairs at John 
Brown University (JBU), there have been 
dozens of conversations and initia-
tives at the University in response to 
the challenges suggested by Kinnaman. 
For example, the school has developed 
a more rigorous screening process for 
hiring. A faculty status committee now 
interviews all candidates for institutional 
and mission fit. And “spiritual mentor-
ing” has become a standard component 
of formal evaluation reviews.

Also, in the student development 
area, JBU has spent a lot of time and 
effort revamping its Community Cov-
enant. Says Ericson, “If we accept that 
in a postmodern world communities 
become a much more vibrant modal-
ity of passing along truth—and if we 
understand that this generation is more 
open to a relational/discipleship model 
of development—then the role of each 
faculty/staff member of a Christian 

college in shaping its students increases 
exponentially” and “empowering, 
enabling, and challenging the campus 
community to take their ‘educating’ seri-
ously becomes critical.”

The emphasis at Patrick Henry 
College (PHC), according to presi-
dent Graham Walker, is on equipping 
students “to know the world clearly 
and to see it, as much as possible, the 
way God sees it—which is the way it 
really is.” Walker adds, “In the face of 
today’s ‘postmodern’ relativism,” PHC 
faculty “insist on accountability to facts, 
defending reason because of faith. They 
are not afraid of facts because ultimately 
the facts are always on God’s side. The 
fear of the Lord excludes the fear of true 
knowledge.”

Each Christian college or university is 
responding in its own way to the chal-
lenge of reaching a generation of Chris-
tian exiles. Time will tell if their efforts 
to bring back this generation—or at least 
maintain a meaningful relationship with 
it—bear fruit.

            —RF
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Tokyo Union Church (multi-cultural, interdenomi-
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Portsmouth Christian Academy, a non-denominational 
Christian school with over 600 students pre-K–12 in 
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14 school year. Qualified candidates will come from  
successful leadership positions in the fields of education 
administration, business, or government. For more in-
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YALE DIVINITY SCHOOL 
POSITION IN NEW TESTAMENT
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canonical and extra-canonical, and be able to interpret 
these texts in their historical and cultural contexts, 
with appreciation of their theological significance.
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The Woodlands United Methodist Church is seeking 
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IN CAMBODIA!

ELIC has an urgent need for teachers of English 
in Cambodia. This is an outstanding opportunity 
for singles, couples, families, and second-career 
adults. Two-year commitment. Opportunities 
to return to North America. Serve on a vibrant 
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ers in every sector. Previous teaching experience 
not required. Complete training provided. Thirty 
years of sending and caring for teachers in Asia. 
Additional strategic opportunities in Mongolia, 
China, Vietnam, and Laos. We can get you there.  
www.elic.org; 888-475-3542.

www.SeminaryGrad 
School.com

Easy-to-use 
search for FREE
information on 

schools!

Looking for a 
Seminary or 

Graduate School?

WE TURN SERMONS INTO BESTSELLERS

www.LifeBridgeBooks.com. 704-408-8892.

WWW.CONNIEBEECHER.COM 
Your source for professional Christian graphic design 
and illustration.

CALLED TO PREACH?
www.IndependentBaptistAlliance.com; 352-621-4981. 
We can help with ordination and other topics.

Marketplace 
Classified Advertising

+PLUS all listings will run in the  
digital version of each issue!

For details contact: STACY SMITH
Phone: 630-260-6202 x4238

E-mail: Marketplace@ChristianityToday.com

Display Ads:  
$255-$425/col. inch
Text Ads: 
46¢-72¢/character

Ads available in:



Your Facebook page includes your phone 
number. Why?
It’s a public number anybody can call if 
they just want to say hey or leave a voice 
mail. A couple times a month I’ll reply 
to a few of them, and sometimes I’ll just 
answer it myself, and we’ll chat about life 
and stuff. It’s fun to connect with people.

Why is that important to you?
As a kid, I was always on message boards 
for my favorite singers. I once sent ZOEgirl 
a message about something I was strug-
gling with, and when [they] replied, it was 
like the kindest thing ever. I just want to 
do the same thing.

How does Tourette syndrome aff ect you 
today?
Mostly I repeat things I hear, sometimes 
obscure and random things, over and over. 
Lately, I’ve been saying one line from a 
movie, The Master of Disguise. I’ll start 
saying, “I’m going to be the master of 
disguise,” and I don’t even realize it. My 
friends will say, “Jamie, you’re quoting 
The Master of Disguise again.” Sometimes 
you just have to laugh at yourself! But I’ve 
been able to train myself out of it a little 
bit. I’ll cover it up by singing it instead of 
saying it, or saying it under my breath. Or 
I’ll do something to distract myself, like 
play my drums or go for a run.

You became an overnight sensation 
when “Hold Me” exploded. How has 
sudden fame aff ected you?
It was a little overwhelming. “Hold Me” 
was just a very personal song between me 
and Jesus. I was thinking it was like the 
worst song ever; I didn’t even want it on 
the album! I’ve always prayed that God 
[could] use my story to touch other people, 
but I never thought he’d use that song. But 
my mom encouraged it—which just goes 
to show you that, one, moms know every-
thing, and, two, God can take your dreams 
and do more than you can ever imagine.

More: JamieGrace.com

Holding On
Jamie Grace says Tourette’s took her ‘for a spin.’

B Y  M A R K  M O R I N G

amie Grace Harper may be the world’s only musician with Tourette syndrome, 
ADHD, obsessive-compulsive disorder, echolalia, anxiety disorder—and a Grammy 
nod. Nominated for Best Contemporary Christian Music Song (for her breakout 
hit “Hold Me”), Harper, 20, attended February’s Grammy ceremony with her 

family; the rest of the year, she lives in Atlanta with her parents, James and Mona 
Harper, cofounders and pastors of Kingdom City Church.

Harper is open about her struggles with Tourette syndrome, which started when she was 
about 8 years old in the form of tics—involuntary movements and sounds—and an obsession 
to repeat certain behaviors and phrases. “It took our lives for a spin,” she says of the diag-

nosis. “I learned early on that Tourette’s is 
not life-threatening, but it is life-altering.”

Harper has been crazy busy since 
releasing her debut album, One Song at 
a Time, in September 2011. In addition to 
more than 100 shows, she’s been working 
on a new album, writing a novel, record-
ing a Christmas song (with older sister 
Morgan) for a holiday project, speaking on 
the Revolve Tour (for teen girls), acting in a 
movie (Grace Unplugged, due in 2013), and, 
incredibly, graduating from college, with 
a degree in children’s ministry from Point 
University (formerly Atlanta Christian Col-
lege). All before her 21st birthday.

kHometown Atlanta
kChurch Kingdom City Church
kReading now Books by Lisa Harper; The 
 Hunger Games, by Suzanne Collins
kOn your iPod Johnnyswim, Natalie Grant, 
 Reba McEntire
kFavorite movie Princess Diaries 2
kFavorite Bible verse Psalm 30:5
kFavorite website YouTube
kYour hero My parents
kWhat makes you laugh? When 2-year-olds 
 sing my songs
kBest meal you cook? Ham, cheese, and 
 spinach omelet
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METAL MORPHER

PATENT PENDER

ENTREPRENEUR

CATALYST

THIS IS DAVID LEE. THIS IS GORDON COLLEGE.

Once a researcher for NASA, David develops leading-edge metallic 
glass alloys and holds 11 patents. His scientific and executive work with 

successful tech startups on both coasts impacts industries from fuel cells 
to pharmaceuticals. In the lab, David challenges students to find real-world 
opportunities for innovation. This is Gordon: pioneering and practical, with 
faithful and courageous scholars inspiring students toward lifelong growth. 

Education is transformation. At Gordon, we take it personally.

More about David
www.gordon.edu/Lee

David Lee, Department Chair and Professor of Physics; 3-2 Engineering Program Coordinator
President and Chief Technical Officer, Glassimetal Technology



Awakening transports you to the streets of New York as Jews for Jesus’ 
next generation of missionaries engages seekers with the gospel.

This original film by Emmy Award-winning filmmakers Herb and Amy Kossover
will inspire you to share your faith and to partner with us in 

proclaiming the Good News to our Jewish people worldwide!
Watch the trailer and order now for only $10 at: jewsforjesus.org/awakening

Also available to download now from Amazon for rental or purchase:  j4j.co/rentawakening

60 Haight Street, San Francisco, CA 94102 • www.jewsforjesus.org
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