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Module 3
Learning Guide
Foundations for Apologetics,
and Fundamentals of Faith
Before you start...






Read through the relevant Unit Guide (under Moodle, Unit Guides)
Post your response to last week’s forum question onto Moodle and interact on social media
Consider this week’s forum question, then complete 2 hours pre-reading from recommended
and optional sources on Moodle (cf. Resource boxes below), to help answer this question
From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application
Download this learning guide (and the associated powerpoint pdf), and have it open on your
computer ready to edit if you are a class-based student

1. INTRODUCTION
In this session we explore foundations, that is, epistemology. How can we know what we think we know?
What are the nature, grounds, and justification for any truth claim? Additionally, how do “Revelation”,
authority and faith fit into the picture?
In the first session, we recap “the big story”, tackle some questions at the intersection of faith, reason and
revelation with quick responses, pray for non-Christian friends, and debrief the pre-reading in small groups.
In the second session, we explore the process of belief formation, “truth”, and how to test the veracity of
competing beliefs. We will construct responses to common objections regarding Christian truth claims.
In the final session, we turn to the bigger picture, being worldview analysis, and the role of presuppositions.
We consider the nature and uniqueness of a Christian worldview in dialogue with modern perspectives.
This module is the last week within Section A of the course: “Apologetics and the Nature of Truth.”
In next week’s module we begin Section B, exploring “Critiques of Christian Faith”, starting with
philosophical challenges to God’s existence, creation, and the reality of miracles, as posed by atheism,
deism, and scientific materialism.
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
 Review the Christian faith and its bearing upon truth as discerned in history, nature and society.
 Consider the uniqueness of Christian revelation and questions of truth, presuppositions and
epistemology.
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, students should be able to explain the relation between faith, reason and
revelation, and evaluate a given worldview relative to Christian belief.
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Aligned with the Unit Guide Outcomes, students should be able to:
Knowledge (know and understand):
A2. Apologetics, theology and the nature of truth
A5. Strategies to defend and commend Christian faith
Skills (be able to):
B2. Assess critiques of Christianity from a Christian perspective
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 6:15-9:00pm,
breaks from 7:05-7:10pm, and 7:55-8:05pm)
6:15 Big Story Recap and Responses + Prayer + Reading debrief (50 minutes)
7:10 “An Idiot’s Guide to Believable Beliefs” … a workshop in epistemology (45 minutes)
8:05 Fundamentals of Faith—Worldview Analysis (55 minutes)
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2. BIG STORY “CAUGHT OUT” RESPONSES + READING REVIEW
From this module onwards, we will begin with two students each choosing a question of, or objection to,
the Christian faith, to which they will respond. Again, as covered in Module 1, the aim is not to stun your
interlocutor with isolated “facts”; instead, offer a coherent apologetic embedded in the gospel story:

Designed for good
We were made to love God, love each other, and tend this garden planet . . .

Damaged by evil
Instead, we’ve despised God, abused others, and vandalized our world.
“Sin” pollutes, perverts and destroys life

Restored for better
We’re forgiven, freed, healed, and transformed by Jesus’ sacrifice and resurrection

Sent together to heal
Jesus has empowered us with God’s Spirit to live the resurrection hope

Set everything right
We await the day Jesus returns to deal with all evil, rule fairly, and set everything right
—a transformed world, God with us, and real peace
To help you recap, watch the following 7 minute video [start at 4m35s] of how to tell “the big story”:
“The big story is that God designed us all for good, but
through our bad choices we’ve been damaged by evil.
But, through Jesus’ life, death on the cross, and
resurrection, we’ve been restored for better. If you’re
humble enough to admit to God that you fall short, and
ask Him to forgive you for the wrong you’ve done,
putting God first, then you can connect with life to the
full—what God always intended for you. Then you can
join other Christ-followers, empowered by God’s Spirit,
sent together to heal a hurting world, waiting for the day
when God will set everything right by judging all the evil
and restoring the whole universe.”
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Class Activity 3.1—10 minutes
Using the post-it-notes from module one, two students will each select one of the five circles from
“The Big Story”, then randomly choose a paper slip from that circle. Each student will take up to 1 minute
to respond to this question or objection, as if in conversation with the person who posted the slip.
Afterward, the class can unpack what did/didn’t work in this response, and other ways to dialogue.
N.b. The option this week is to respond to one of the following qns or comments, at the intersection of
faith, truth, reason and revelation, rather than pick from the “big story” panels. These are “metaapologetic” questions that aren’t so easily answered by simply retelling our meta/mega-narrative:
1. As William Clifford said, “It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone to believe anything
upon insufficient evidence.” And when it comes to Christianity, evidence is precisely what’s
lacking. That’s why it’s more reasonable for me to remain agnostic.
2. Faith is a feeling, conviction or belief that something is true or real, without having evidence.
Christian faith, then, by definition, is irrational. I won’t blindly submit to any authority or
“Revelation”, trusting Jesus just because you tell me it’s true. Facts must rule over fiction.
3. “Truth” is purely a human construction, convenient tales we tell ourselves to make our way
through life. No one has direct access to “reality”; it’s mediated by our senses and shaped by
subjective, even irrational, desires. So your “big story” may be “what your contemporaries let
you get away with” [Richard Rorty on truth], but it’s unconvincing and oppressive to me.
4. There are lots of “big stories” in the world, across history and diverse cultures,
each claiming to make sense of the world. Why should I believe yours over another?
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Before discussing the readings, let’s sing together the great hymn by William Young Fullerton,
“I Cannot Tell” online here—an affirmation of what we may only finally know through faith
by the Spirit’s confirmation in our heart, even as our intellectual questions remain.
As Blaise Pascal said, “The heart has reasons that reason knows not of.”
http://www.hymnal.net/hymn.php/h/934 (Version by Hope Montana here)

1 I cannot tell why He, whom angels worship,
Should set His love upon the sons of men,
Or why, as Shepherd, He should seek the wand’rers,
To bring them back, they know not how or when.
But this I know, that He was born of Mary,
When Bethl’hem’s manger was His only home,
And that He lived at Nazareth and labored,
And so the Savior, Savior of the world, is come.
2 I cannot tell how silently He suffered,
As with His peace He graced this place of tears,
Or how His heart upon the Cross was broken,
The crown of pain to three and thirty years.
But this I know, He heals the broken-hearted,
And stays our sin, and calms our lurking fear,
And lifts the burden from the heavy laden,
For yet the Savior, Savior of the world, is here.
3 I cannot tell how He will win the nations,
How He will claim His earthly heritage,
How satisfy the needs and aspirations
Of east and west, of sinner and of sage.
But this I know, all flesh shall see His glory,
And He shall reap the harvest He has sown,
And some glad day His sun shall shine in splendor
When He the Savior, Savior of the world, is known.
4 I cannot tell how all the lands shall worship,
When, at His bidding, every storm is stilled,
Or who can say how great the jubilation
When all the hearts of men with love are filled.
But this I know, the skies will thrill with rapture,
And myriad, myriad human voices sing,
And earth to heaven, and heaven to earth, will answer:
At last the Savior, Savior of the world, is King.
► What kind of epistemology underlies this song? How does the songwriter “know” any of this?
► How does faith in God’s revelation “from above” relate to history
and our experience of reason “from below”?
► In your own formulation, how should faith, reason and revelation be rightly related?
Construct and share a metaphor or tell a story/allegory to illustrate the relationship, rightly conceived.
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Class Activity 3.2—30 minutes
Whether as a whole class, or in smaller groups, share your response to the pre-reading for this module:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context
Consider how these readings relate to your life and witness in general and ministry context in particular.
… This is the ideal time to bring up whatever is confusing, or questions you have in regards to the
course material, so don’t be shy!
If time permits, feel free to discuss the forum question from last module, or get a jump start on the
question for this module: On what basis do you argue that Christianity is “the truth”?
And how strong—or certain—a claim do you hope to support?

Particular Questions Concerning the Relationship Between Faith, Reason, and Revelation:
► What is faith? (Scriptural support would be nice!)
“Faith is the great cop-out, the great excuse to evade the need to think and evaluate evidence.
Faith is belief in spite of, even perhaps because of, the lack of evidence.” (Richard Dawkins)
► Using Dawkins’ own definition above, is this the case? How would you respond, reframing “faith”?
► Using the notion of faith as “trust”, how are faith and knowledge distinct?
How might it make sense, as Paul Tyson does (Tyson 2009), to speak of “faith’s knowledge”?

“God does not expect us to submit our faith to him
without reason, but the very limits of our reason
make faith necessary”
“Faith is to believe what you do not see;
the reward of this faith is to see what you believe”
“For faith is understanding’s step;
and understanding faith’s attainment”

► Augustine had much to say on how faith and reason are related. So how do faith and reason work
and walk together? In what ways is knowledge a condition for faith, and faith a condition for
knowledge. How might this be the case even in a research laboratory? Give a a scientific example.
► What is our foundation for knowing that Christianity is true? (Scriptural support is important!)
► Is there a difference between how believers know Christianity is true, and they seek to show that it is
true to unbelievers? What role does the Holy Spirit play in this process? (Cf. Craig 2008)
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► From last week, John Calvin argued that faith only seems unreasonable because sin has blinded our
minds. Revelation (God’s Word) is given to cure our blindness, thus we cannot subject the Bible to our
reasoning or tests; faith needs no rational justification as it is based on God’s revelation in Scripture.
Martin Luther was even more adamant: “Reason is the greatest enemy that faith has: it never comes to
the aid of spiritual things, but—more frequently than not—struggles against the divine Word, treating
with contempt all that emanates from God.” Most baldly, Luther put it thus:

What Scriptural warrant is there for Luther’s position? Do you agree or disagree?
How might you nuance or qualify Luther’s rhetoric, to avoid “bad faith” and “anti-intellectualism”?
What place is there, then, for apologetics in commending the inspiration and authority of God’s Word?
“Faith is what we do when we cantilever our lives out over what we do not and cannot know,
while anchoring our lives upon what we think we do know. Faith relies on knowledge even as it moves
out from knowledge into the unknown” (John G. Stackhouse Jr., Humble Apologetics [2002], 107)

Foundations & Fundamentals

Module #3-7

PE420/620-D

3. A CRASH COURSE IN EPISTEMOLOGY
Last session we looked at a range of approaches to defending and commending the Christian faith. In this
session we explore foundations, that is, epistemology. How can we know what we think we know? What
are the nature, grounds, and justification for any truth claim? Additionally, how does “Revelation” and
authority fit into the picture?
As you might have gathered from the length of the Moodle reading list for this week, these are complicated
and contested questions. Thinking back to module 1, I asked concerning Christianity being “true”, how
strong—or certain—a claim, do you hope to support?
The Protective Claim: “We are rationally warranted to hold our views”
The Comparative Claim: “I believe my views are more warranted than another’s”
The Imperative Claim: “My views alone are warranted”
Then, in module 2, I put my own cards on the table with apologetic triangulation as a model of verification:
By “verification,” in this context, I mean the process of comparing two levels of system specification for
proper correspondence—such as the process by which Lee Strobel claims that the empirical evidence
corroborates Biblical history. My use of “verification” is independent of the strength of my assertion,
which clearly stops short of the imperative claim (i.e., that we have proven that the Bible is the Word
of God, thereby dismissing all other hypotheses as unreasonable). Rather, I am contending for the
protective or comparative claim (i.e., that this conclusion is at least reasonable, if not superior to other
hypotheses [at least as I weigh things]). Using this common approach of verificationism we can unite
divergent approaches by apologists such as Francis Schaeffer (presuppositional), Lee Strobel (evidential)
and Rob Bell (fideist) to warrant the claim that Christianity is plausible, credible and relevant.
Now, you are welcome to make a case for the imperative claim that Christianity offers the only reasonable
re-presentation of reality, and is thus exclusively true. But for me, this view has been ship-wrecked on the
rocks of postmodern deconstructionism, along with much of the Enlightenment project. Postmodernists,
somewhat incoherently, have argued that all meaning is bound up in language, which is deeply shaped by
our desires and cultural inheritance. Furthermore, our access to the “real world”—if there be such a
thing—is via our senses, which are easily deceived and prone to reconstructing reality in line with our
preupposed and preferred worldview. As such, it’s very difficult if not impossible to show that one claim is
more probable—let alone prove that it is exclusively plausible—than competing truth claims.
The idea that we can build a house of beliefs and a meaningful life on the unshakeable foundation (cf.
foundationalism) of indubitable (undoubtable) rational facts and empirical evidences—on reason/logic and
science—has fallen on tough times. This is in part because our culture is no longer so homogenous. As the
diversity of people, and the plurality of religions and experiences, multiply and collide, what was once
considered “common sense” is increasingly questionable, and the “common ground” that made for shared
dialogue has been seriously shaken. There are multiple ways of construing the world which—within one’s
own frame of reference—can make sense.
This need not automatically lead to relativism, where all beliefs have equal warrant. It is, however, to
recognise that the epistemological landscape is far more complex than it was in 17th Century Europe.
For many modern philosophers, they still hold that “truth” is rightly defined as the correspondence of one’s
internal maps of the world with the way it actually is. And yet, with no clear way to demonstrate how well
our reconstructions match reality, they often settle for a soft “coherentism” that says your beliefs are
justified as long as they cohere (i.e., hang together, without internal contradiction) within your frame of
reference/worldview. Of course, you could have an entirely coherent belief, and it still be an artificial, if not
false, picture of the world. And yet, rationally determined, that may be as good as it gets for limited and
biased, finite and fallen human beings.
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Mathematics, by definition, may be certain, and science as the focused study of physical phenomena may
be highly probable. But once we move onto questions of history, the existence of God, and the meaning of
life—i.e., the stuff that matters most and makes you get up in the morning—we’re dealing with
comparative probabilities at best, and circular criteria to determine “truth” that emerge from within our
presupposed worldview at worst. What convinces one person may be subjectively suspect to another, with
no universal bar of reason to clear before one is warranted in believing a truth claim or trusting a person.
Facts are debateable and “proof” eludes even the best philosopher. And this has to impact apologetics.
Phillips and Ockholm (1995) thus distinguish “the apologetics of modernity” (e.g.
William Lane Craig) from “apologetics between modernity and postmodernity”
(e.g. James Sire and John Stackhouse), further separated off from “the
apologetics of postmodernity” (Richard Middleton and Brian Walsh, capped off
by Philip Kenneson’s essay entitled “There’s no such thing as objective truth,
and it’s a good thing, too”. As the author’s summarise, “by listening to
postmodernism’s critique of modernism, the church may learn that it is not
‘objective truth’ which gives its testimony authority and intelligibility, but the
fact that the church lives its life in a way incomprehensible apart from the God
to whom it witnesses.”)
► In terms of Classical, Evidential, Reformed, Fideist, Cumulative Case, and
Presuppositional, which approaches do you expect to side with the apologetics of modernity,
apologetics between modernity and postmodernity, or the apologetics of postmodernity? Why?
Whatever your own response to postmodernity, there has been a clear softening of the standards of proof.
There is now a pragmatic recognition of more holistic and existential criteria for belief. David Tracy (1975,
71; cf. Tracy 1981; Tracy 1991, 5-6; Osmer 2008), for instance, suggests we adopt the notion of “truth-asadequacy-to-experience”, centred on how meaningful an interpretation is to a person. As our beliefs
interact with our neighbour’s, we come not simply to persuade them of what we already accept as true.
Instead, there is a genuinely “mutual critical correlation” where we consider how our perspectives agree,
disagree, and at times may even creatively fuse toward a frame-embracing-frame that makes better sense
of the world we inhabit.1 Anything less is to imprison ourselves within an empirical ghetto.
Accordingly, apologists nowadays tend to invite their neighbour through dialogue to consider how the
Christian personally “makes sense” of reality (cf. Tim Keller), rather than insist on their interlocutor listening
from the stand and ruling on “evidence that demands a verdict” (cf. Josh McDowell). Take Keller’s
introduction to the final part of his book (“Christianity Makes Sense”), as he turns from largely existential
answers in the face of resurgent secularism, to the question of whether it is “reasonable to believe in God”:
I argued that all varieties of secularism are sets of beliefs, not simply the absence of faith. Indeed, to
say “You must prove God to me” is to choose and believe in a form of rationality that most
philosophers today consider naïve. Neither religion nor secularity can be demonstrably proven—they
are systems of thinking and believing that need to be compared and contrasted to one another in
order to determine which makes the most sense. That is, which makes the most sense of our
experience, of things we know and need to explain? Which one makes the most sense of our social
experience and addresses the problems we face in living together? And which of these is the most
logically consistent? In short, we need to ask which of these views of reality makes the most sense
emotionally, culturally, and rationally. (Keller 2016, 215-216; emphasis mine)
1

That is, each account is judged by how meaningful it is (“disclos[ing] an authentic dimension of our experiences as
selves”), its meaning (“when its cognitive claims can be expressed conceptually with internal coherence”), and its nonempiricist truth (“when transcendental or metaphysical analysis shows its ‘adequacy to experience’ by explicating how
a particular concept … functions as a fundamental ‘belief’ or ‘condition of possibility’ of all our experience”).
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Similarly, John G. Stackhouse, Jr., calls us to a whole-life weighing of beliefs, where religion (following
Tillich) is not simply a string of propositions but a centring of one’s life on something of “ultimate concern”:
“Making sense” of experience, let's be clear, is not limited to “figuring things out.” It’s not just a
matter of assessing and then assenting to a particular metaphysics. At a profoundly basic level, the
religious challenge also includes making an art of life, of constructing our entire existence in beauty
and integrity so that it is not a chaos, but makes sense. That’s what we ought to seek, and not be
satisfied until we find. (Stackhouse 2002, 105; bold face emphasis mine)
This is a far more nuanced epistemology, in which knowledge is a condition to warrant faith (Stackhouse
2002, 106), and yet this faith extended in turn may be a precondition for acquiring knowledge that was
unavailable apart from trust in what we were (as of yet?) unable to see (108). This is most especially the
case when God reveals to us what only God could know, beyond what reason can acquire in this immanent
frame. Taking this authority at God’s Word—for by what higher authority can we weigh this word—we may
discover life to the full. But this is less a blind leap into the dark than a justified move toward the light,
driven by the desire for “moreness”. Religious faith is a whole life commitment and orientation where
“believing, willing, and loving” travel together (112).
There is a Christ-like integrity to following “the truth” (as best as we can
discern) where it (apparently) leads. This involves giving proportioned or
“graduated assent” (Stackhouse 2002, 96) to competing claims depending
on their comparative warrant, even as we courageously live what we
believe to be true. “… we can be convinced and committed in our believing
even as we remain critical—by which I simply mean intellectually both
honest and humble” (Stachouse 2014, 91).
In line with my support of the protective and comparative claim of
Christianity’s “truth”, and yet eschewal of an imperative to believe,
Stackhouse commends an epistemology of “critical realism” (Stackhouse
2014, 86-92).2 Ontologically, a real world exists, which we bump into daily
and with which we grapple in meaning-making. And yet, all our theorising
is bound in socially constructed language and inescapably mediated by
models; given our human limitations we are right to be critical about how
well we can know our particular construals to be true, and thus how
confidently we may attempt to show them as true to our neighbour.
Critical realism ensures that truth claims about reality are preserved, even as they are reframed in a form
that acknowledges presuppositions and the subject in the process of knowing. Thus, we avoid the
irresponsibility of scepticism/agnosticism on all but the most basic aspects of life, and simultaneousy
remain open to alternative construals of existence with the real possibility of paradigm change and even
(de)conversion. To God, then, we say: “Lord, I believe; help Thou my unbelief” (Mark 9:24). And with our
neighbour, we retain a humility that says “there but for the grace of God go I.” We love them with all we’ve
got that they may see and savour Christ come near. Rational assent to Christian theism cannot be
compelled, and apart from the Father’s drawing, none will come. However, if the Holy Spirit sees fit for our
apologetic interactions to be a means of grace toward that end, then praise God!
2

Stackhouse’s “critical realism” includes 5 sources of knowing: 1) Experience; 2) Tradition; 3) Scholarship; 4) Art; and
5) Scripture. We process this knowledge through A) Intuition; B) Imagination; and C) Reason. The Holy Spirit, in this
model (perhaps problematically), is a “filter” (under intuition) for processing knowledge, rather than a source. God
gives us what we need to faithfully fulfil our vocation, if we are receptive to him. We test this “knowledge” by 5
criteria: 1. Coherence—do the elements of the method create an orderly whole?; 2. Correspondence—are the claims
we make grounded adequately in the known world?; 3. Pragmatic Value—does the method equip us to negotiate
reality effectively?; 4. Comprehensiveness—does the method address everything that needs to be addressed?;
5. Parsimony—does the method have intuitive appeal or elegance without unnecessary complications?
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Resource 3.1
In line with the lay of the epistemological land above, I’ve grouped the many readings for clarity.
Most/all are on Moodle, so find the author and title (cf. References at this Module’s end) and read away!
University of Queensland lecturer in philosophy and critical thinking, and ardent atheist, Peter
Ellerton (2010), illustrates an oppositional perspective, divorcing faith and reason.
Concerning the broadest picture of how faith, revelation and reason relate in Christian
philosophy, see Bartholomew and Goheen (2013), Clark (1993), Grice (2013—responded to by an
atheist, Mike D. 2012) and Tyson (2008, 2009, 2013).
Unpacking the philosophical and theological shift from modernity to postmodernity, the
deconstruction of foundationalism, and how this impacts the apologetic endeavour of relating
faith, reason and revelation, see Boot (2007), Grenz and Franke (2001), Helm (1999, 269-292; not
online), Middleton and Walsh (1995; not online), Placher (1989), Smith (2006), Werpehowski
(1986). The most accessible deconstruction of foundationalism (though not realism), is by
Wolterstorff (1984). Most important for our apologetic purposes are Hughes (2011), Phillips and
Okholm (1995) and Taylor (2012).
For the best version of a modernist/foundationalist apologetic, see Craig (2008), where he offers
a classic distinction between what we know to be true by illumined reason, and the more
constrained field of what we can show to be true using primarily rational means.
For important explorations of how all thinking and justifications are “traditioned”, see MacIntyre
(1988—helpfully summarised in his 1991 “Précis”) and also Mitchell (2006), drawing in the work
of Michael Polanyi in the field of science. This need not, however, result in relativism, whether in
philosophy and science as explored by MacIntyre (1977), Torrance (1997) and Wolterstorff
(1983), or historical assertions underlying the truth of Christianity (Evans 1993).
For a direct exploration of epistemology, truth, the justification of and warrant for belief, and a
hermeneutic of “critical realism” toward true knowledge, see DeWeese (2011), Plantinga (2000;
2015), Schaeffer (1998), Stackhouse (2002; 2014), and Wright (2006) on religious education.
What does all of this look like in apologetic conversation with non-Christians, and communicated
in a popular form to believer and unbeliever alike? See Benson (2011), Boot (2008), Dueck
(2014), “Faith-filled Reasoning” (Editorial 2016), Keller (2016; not online), Paterson (2017), and
Sire (2006). A personal favourite is Dallas Willard’s (1995) talk (on mp3) in a secular university
context, challenging uncommitted agnostics in his address, “Morally Responsible Skepticism”.
Finally, for a philosopher’s personal account of coming to faith, and how shifts in epistemology
and the weighing of “truth” claims played a key role, see Leftow (1994).

3.1

An Idiot’s Guide to Forming Believable Beliefs

Okay, all of that epistema-whatsy stuff was way confusing. (Yes, it’s time to focus back in!)
Just give me the low-down. What might this look like communicating with everyday Aussies,
even young people, about matters of faith and what’s worth believing?
Yes, I’m hearing you loud and clear. And I’m thankful for your patience.
So, let’s revisit these foundational themes in everyday language, based around a high school talk I present,
called “An Idiot’s Guide to Forming Believable Beliefs.” The following notes don’t exactly trace the talk, but
are a good companion to remember the approach. It’s a tad more modernist than what I’ve just unpacked
above, but it’s a helpful stepping stone for teens “searching for the truth” and yet prone to relativism.
The Big Picture: Truth: it exists, and it is foundational to how we as humans think. Truth shines brighter all
the more you search. In belief formation, like a map to the land, we must fit our beliefs to what is externally
true. Beliefs don’t determine reality. But what makes for a believable belief? Coherence, completeness,
correspondence and liveability are your best guide, ultimately displayed in the Word of God.
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John 8:32
“You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free”—Jesus.
John 18:37-38
“Everyone on the side of truth listens to me”—Jesus. “What is Truth?”—Pilate.
John 14:6
Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life.
No-one comes to the Father except through me.”
Proverbs 14:12
There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.

Resource 3.2
Distance students can listen to a 1 hour mp3 equivalent (16MB) to this module section online at
http://www.mediafire.com/?vwwtionylwm.

3.1.1 Foundational Issues: Is there such a thing as “Truth”?
What is truth? Does it exist? Can we do without it? These may sound like relatively new (post-modern)
questions plaguing the mind of humanity in our search for meaning, but this quest is ancient.
Consider Jesus’ dialogue with Pilate in John 18:37-38.
Before we can determine whether a belief is true or
not, we must take one step back into epistemology:
the theory of knowledge. It goes deep—
How do we know what we think we know?
How do we know that our senses aren’t just fooling us?

Choose Your Side!
In one corner we have the radical sceptics,
deconstructionists, extreme post-modernists, and
relativists. They contend that there is no such thing as
truth. From our subjective, earth-bound, mind-bound
existence, there isn’t any way for us to rise outside our
own perceptions. We each have our own version of truth,
which obviously conflicts with other versions, for it is
purely the product of a person’s culture. Thinking is a
social construct, language is arbitrary and ultimately life
is meaningless. Their favourite catch cry goes, “Well, it
may be true for you, but it’s not true for me.”
In the other corner are the naïve realists, who claim we
can—through our own rational faculties—know what is
true with absolute certainty, and that we can prove these
claims. They usually search for some foundational truths
from which to build all other claims—whether building
upon scientific “laws,” or even appeal to the total truth of
the Bible as the Word of God. They’re more likely to say,
“Well, that’s just the way it is. Deal with it.”
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In the middle sit the critical realists, believing that there is such a thing as reality independent of our own
constructions. Yet, at the same time, they acknowledge that humans are finite and fallen (limited and
biased), so faith is involved in all knowing and believing (whether in science, or religion). Thus, they seek
what makes the most sense of all the evidence, and then step out in faith to follow the evidence where it
leads. The reward is further confirmation only afforded to the one who first believes—“seek and you shall
find.” This includes Christians who—with good reasons—believe that God is the bedrock for truth (i.e. truth
is a natural extension of His nature and the way He has constructed the universe) and that He has revealed
Himself as recorded in the Bible. Nevertheless, we must recognize that we all interpret this revelation, so
we must be humble and recognize we could be wrong about all this, even as we think we are right.
The Bible contains “true truth” but not “exhaustive truth”—God has revealed much that is true for all
people, at all times, in all cultures … but He doesn’t speak to every situation.
► What is strong and weak in each of the three approaches to truth?
► Which approach do you lean towards? Radical Relativist; Naïve Realist; Critical Realist? Why?
The primary choice, then, is between those who believe we construct our reality, and those who believe
reality is a “given”—regardless of how well we can know or prove a particular interpretation.
In essence, the “Law of Non-Contradiction” (amongst other logic laws) is what’s at stake.
That is, it is impossible for contradictory states to exist at the same time. If on the 2nd May, 2017, Ben is said
to be 15 years old, then another who claims (using the same criteria for age) that Ben is 17 years old cannot
also be correct. Either person A is correct, person B is correct, or they’re both wrong.
Contradictory states cannot exist concurrently.
So, which view is right? (And if relativism is right, can they both be right at the same time?!—Very deep!)
To determine this, let’s consider how the world would be if relativism (i.e., where there is no external
truth—it’s all constructed and subjective) were our foundation … a world without truth.

A World Without Truth?
Without truth nothing holds meaning …


Lying is impossible (words need not correspond to facts, thus you can never be factually incorrect)



All factual communication would break down (news, education, law, health etc.)



Science is meaningless (objectivity is impossible—any consistent results are mere coincidence)



Inter-personal communication is not just difficult, it’s impossible (you can never get past your own
filters to decode what was intended by the message encoder)



The world would be full of contradictory conditions
(e.g., milk in the fridge and no milk in the fridge!)



There would be no distinction between things, all
would be one (ship, wall, car—all are the same)



Opinions are irrelevant, as everything would be
equally true and false at the same time, so that no
opinion would be more wrong than any other even
in degree



Change is impossible, as change implies a transition
in state of being. If truth doesn’t exist, all states of
being are the same



Morality also is meaningless except as a vehicle to
feel good (no difference between rape and love)
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The Central Problem
Relativism and deconstructionism have made some valuable contributions to our society. For instance, in
communication generally and education specifically, we recognise that our words encoded with one
meaning may be received through another’s filter to mean something quite different. We are more able to
“walk in another’s moccasins” and be sensitive. Additionally, a “hermeneutic of suspicion” has helped us
realize that many truth claims—whether in politics, education, science, or religion—are merely a will to
power. That is, claimants want you to believe what they say, so they can have control over you, for their
benefit. Does this fairly represent every truth claim, however? Does the abuse of “truth” by many disqualify
every truth claim? In a world where we cannot know anything with total rational certainty, we all need to
trust some authority. Is a child never warranted in trusting their parent, for instance? Such radical
scepticism and distrust is both caustic and untenable in a pluralistic society such as ours. Perhaps the
scepticism hasn’t gone far enough. Why should I trust my own authority? And if all truth claims are a will to
power, then why should I trust the postmodernist making the claim?
As such, it is an irrational leap from recognising that we vary in how we see the world and our beliefs on the
ultimate questions, to assuming that there is no ultimate truth. Our judgments may be subjective, but this
does not change the objectivity of some “reality” that sits above my perceptions. (Of course one Eastern
response is to claim the physical world is maya—an illusion. But it is not clear how one can support this
belief, especially when even gurus look both ways before crossing the street.) Whilst some truth may be
found in all religions, not all religions are equally true.
As we look at the description aforementioned of a world without truth, it’s eminently clear that this is not
our world. Thus, it is fair to take the law of non-contradiction and the existence of truth as a valid first
principle—one that need not and cannot be demonstrated, but that is self evident, without which we
cannot live. Indeed, to defeat the notion of absolutes and truth, we must use the very law of noncontradiction that we aim to disprove.
Ultimately, relativism is non-sensical and unworkable. As Norman Geisler posits, “Most relativists believe
that relativism is absolutely true and that everyone else should be a relativist. Therein lies the selfdestructive nature of relativism. The relativist stands on the pinnacle of an absolute truth and wants to
relativise everything else.” If we cannot be objective, from what vantage point has the relativist viewed the
world to conclude that there is no truth? And if relativism is true, then at least one truth exists, in which
case relativism is false. You get the idea!
Some people hold that for physical/natural questions there is truth, but not concerning metaphysical issues
(the atheist and theist are both right). Like the famous Hindu proverb of three blind men stumbling upon an
elephant, each thinking the piece they hold is something different (snake for a trunk, tree for the leg, rope
for the tail), we are supposed to conclude that no-one’s perception is any more “true” than another. Totally
ignored is the fact that they were all wrong … they were each holding an elephant! There are not two
categories of truth, but one. As Mortimer Adler has said:
The logic of truth is the same for all exclusionary claims to truth.
Any claims that are correctly judged to be true also imply that all judgments to the contrary are false.
The proposition may be a theorem in mathematics, a scientific generalization,
a conclusion of historic research, a philosophical principle, or an article of faith.
In the end, the assertion that “there is no truth” is like a grown up version of desiring to be accepted,
fashionable and in the know. As Kreeft and Tacelli comment, “To be embarrassed is the absolutely primary
fear of a teenager—but we put more sophisticated, scholarly disguises on it when we become adults.” In a
world without truth, we can pose what we want without fear of ridicule—for my opinion is equally valid
with yours.
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As humans, from birth our minds have a natural appetite for truth. We cannot live without truth, whether it
concerns the relational (we want “truthful” friends), the financial (comparing banks for investment), or the
existential (longing to know why we exist). We would not survive long if we consistently acted as though
truth was purely subjective—real consequences exist for our actions regardless of our beliefs. Believing you
can fly doesn’t help when falling from a cliff. Proverbs 14:12 says, “There is a way that seems right to a
person, but in the end it leads to death.” Ultimately, we must align our map (beliefs) to the territory
(external reality/truth) for life to hold meaning.
Having now established a reasonable foundation for the existence of truth, let’s turn to its knowability, and
how to determine the truthfulness of your deeply held beliefs.

3.1.2 Forming Believable Beliefs

The Key Questions to Face
Why do you believe what you believe? How did you
get to your current position? It’s human nature to be
sceptical of beliefs that disagree with our own, but
take a step back … can you be sceptical of your own
beliefs, and even of your scepticism?
(This applies equally for Christians as atheists).
If your deepest beliefs are untrue, would you
a) Want to know;
b) Want to keep them?

Beliefs and Reality
There’s a strange idea floating around that all beliefs are equally true, or its partner idea, that what you
believe determines reality … as long as you sincerely believe something, it’s true for you. If there were no
such thing as truth that exists regardless of what you think, then education would be pointless. Education is
the process of moving from false belief to true belief … reality doesn’t change in the process, just your
perception. As we learn, we change our views to correspond to external reality. What you believe matters.
It can build you or break you, with real consequences for your choices.
If what we believe is SO important, why is it so rare to talk about our deepest beliefs—or even look at how
we form these beliefs? This lack of discussion is a big problem; most people form their beliefs accidentally,
unintentionally, vicariously. AND IT SHOWS!!

Evidence That All Is Not Good Upstairs!
Engage in a meaningful discussion on beliefs (just mention Jesus—you’ll see!), and pay attention to the
comments you hear. I’ve been made aware that all is not well where it counts most. In short, some of our
thinking is really average and barely exerts the grey matter. The following seven comments all illustrate
common responses I hear as I share my Christian beliefs, and highlight some serious thinking problems that
are barriers to formation of true belief. What are they really communicating?
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► See if you can pick out the logical breakdown in following thinking:
1. I’m, not interested—what you say is against my beliefs
2. Your beliefs are true for you but not for me
3. There are many paths to God—Jesus is just one
4. Belief is a crutch for the weak—I’m fine as it is
5. No-one believes that anymore!
6. We can’t really know the truth anyway
7. Who cares? I just want to get on with the here and now
8. It’s intolerant to say you’re right and I’m wrong.

Reflection Activity 3.1—Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#3.1 Choose one of the eight objections above and deconstruct why it doesn’t make sense.

Why Do You Believe What You Believe?
No-one first forms a belief by sitting down without emotion and reading all the facts to determine what
makes sense. This would be helpful, but our beliefs are largely shaped by factors outside ourselves. From
the previous seven quotes, it’s clear that good thinking often doesn’t even factor into our beliefs. Different
factors play varying roles in the formation of each area of personal belief. One must ask, however, whether
each is a strong or weak reason? That is, are the beliefs you hold valid on the basis of any given factor?
For instance, one researcher estimated that 90% of people die within the belief system into which they
were born. You may respect a person, but that doesn’t automatically mean that they are correct on areas in
which they haven’t deeply considered. Similarly, an initially implausible belief sounds increasingly more
realistic with each presentation via the media, but when has the majority ever determined truth?
Even the history of science represents a veritable dump, layer upon layer, of previously held yet now
ridiculed theories. We’ve all had experiences where what was comfortable and convenient in the shortterm cost us more down the track.
All of these sources should have a great effect on my life, but I don’t know how happy I am about my beliefs
being vicarious—handed down to me—and just gullibly accepting what everyone else says.
We need to be arbiter of our own beliefs, not just blindly accept what others believe or what’s easiest.

Key Ingredients for Cooking a Believable Belief
At the end of the day, a fully-baked, believable belief must consist of the following 3 ingredients, with some
icing on top:
<INGREDIENT ONE>
Consistency (logical & coherent)
It must abide by the law of non-contradiction, be internally consistent, and not self-refuting.
e.g. the Bible has 66 books, 40+ authors, written over 1,500 years and in 3 languages, yet it all adheres to
one central theme (God in grace redeeming human kind to restore what was lost at creation for His glory),
with no internal inconsistencies that upon deep analysis can’t be resolved.
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<INGREDIENT TWO>
Completeness (explanatory power)
It must provide a solid explanation of all facts at hand.
e.g. unlike atheism, the Bible explains human nature thoroughly, both our potential for greatness and
beauty, and our penchant for evil.
<INGREDIENT THREE>
Correspondence (external connection with reality)
As research is conducted, facts must support, not destroy the belief. Beware, however, as there are few
‘brute’ facts. All evidence must be interpreted, with a priori assumptions colouring conclusions.
e.g. the Biblical accounts of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection have external correspondence with secular
sources such as Josephus, Tacitus and the like. Apart from the resurrection, the explosive growth of the
early church in Jerusalem cannot be adequately explained.
<THE ICING>
Liveability (personal confirmation via experience)
It is my contention that according to these criteria, the Biblical worldview is at least reasonable—that is, in
essence, the claim that “God created, sin separated, and Jesus liberated.” In my own search for what is true
and a trustworthy person, I’ve found the Biblical system and Jesus Christ (as the One to whom the Bible
points) stand up better
than any other competing
philosophy.
Let’s shift metaphors, from
baking a cake to jumping
on a trampoline. Take my
niece, Lilly, here. She
won’t spend long on a
trampoline with a rip in
the fabric (consistency,
coherence), or with a mat
the size of a single foot
(completeness), or that
lacks a frame where the
fabric floats free in the
breeze (correspondence).
It must hang together, be
large enough to move
freely around, and be
anchored to something
solid. And yet, even as these are the irreducible elements of a good trampoline, it all serves one greater
function. TO JUMP! Lilly’s looking for a trampoline that makes her want to bounce and experience “more”
of life. Likewise, we’re wired to find a coherent and complete worldview that corresponds to and connects
with the real world. But, ultimately, it must be liveable … it needs to get you up in the morning and animate
your existence. Anything less is just a nice sounding rational idea that lacks legs. We must be careful to not
confuse what limits life to life itself.
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First Things First—Comfort or Truth?
Returning to the central question: If your deepest beliefs are untrue, would you
a) Want to know?
b) Want to keep them?
Many in our western society, built on immediate
gratification and hedonism (maximisation of pleasure,
minimisation of pain), have chosen for comfort over
truth. Though, as the harsh school-master thalidomide
has taught, comfort is only good if it points to the truth.
What seems best now may come back to bite us.
What you believe does matter. Truth does exist, and it
shines all the more brightly for the searching (Jeremiah
29:13). Ultimately God is the source of all that is true,
and what has been given to us through inspiration in the
Bible is not exhaustive truth, but it is “true truth”.
In Jesus’ words, “ … the truth will set you free,” so determine today to seek wisdom and truth with your
whole heart leaving no stone unturned, and I am confident that you will find Jesus to truly be THE WAY,
THE TRUTH, AND THE LIFE—the only name by which we may be saved (Acts 4:12).
► In what ways were different apologetic approaches used in this talk?
► Share your thoughts in response to this approach—what worked, or didn’t work?
► Is it a rational leap to assume that because there are many versions of ultimate beliefs that there is no
ultimate truth? What are the limits of the “criteria for truth”?
► How has your experience (liveability) of God through Christ either brought you to confirm
or question your beliefs?

Reflection Activity 3.2—Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#3.2 Concerning the four criteria for ‘truth’, what has most convinced you that Christian belief is
consistent, complete, corresponds with reality, and is liveable?

3.2

Framing and Flying an Apologetic Dialogue

Over the years, I’ve had myriad conversations over email with relative strangers, and written countless
pages helping them see Christianity with fresh eyes. Typically a close friend of theirs reaches a stalemate in
sharing the gospel, and asks me as the apologetic gun for help. Perhaps this person is a confused Christian.
Maybe they’re on the slide away from faith. Hopefully they’re open to “re-entering the fold”.
It’s a tricky situation, as we’ve got no rapport—just some tenuous trust extended from a friend they like to
me, a faceless typist on the other end of their email. I’m also rarely sure of their motives for engaging. (Nor
are they sure of my my motives, for that matter.) Take Paul the pilot.
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It started with a friend’s random request:
Hi Dave,
I have a great friend named Paul (the pilot) who has “fallen away” from his faith in the last few years.
I have met with him for a coffee, and he told me about some of his concerns. I told him to email them
to me, so I could pass them onto someone who might be able to at least shed some theological “light”
onto his concerns. Please feel free to contact Paul at the address below.
Hope all is well with you, Andrew
Mmm, so what to say?
Well, thankfully Paul contacted me first:
Where to start... I will mention the two main areas that I have grappled with in my journey out of
Christianity. I would love to find the “smoking gun” reason that gets me back on the straight and
narrow, but after all the reading and listening I have done to get where I am, I can't fathom that it
even exists. So it is a tall order for your friend to try to speak into my situation, but I am grateful for
the concern and will probably always wonder what life is really about regardless of what answer I hold
onto at any given time.
Though my initial questioning concerned trying to reconcile my theological beliefs with an acceptance
of evolution and scientific consensus about the world, I was also uneasy about the questionable
evidence for the most important part of Christianity, the resurrection of Jesus, and the lack of a
sensible answer to the problem of evil. I will limit myself to those two areas, and if your friend is able
to provide insight there, that would be a major victory in itself!
So far, so good, He seems amiable enough. Maybe even
open? His tilting toward issues of science, evidence for
the resurrection, and the lack of a “sensible” theodicy
suggested that Paul the Pilot was flying by the compass of
natural reason alone: reason and evidence. (A litany of
apparent contradictions in the biblical accounts followed
his opening.) As suggested last module, I will typically
approach a person from their preferred angle, whether
plausibility (reason/world-view/presuppositions),
credibility (evidence) or relevance. And yet, aware of the
postmodern deconstruction of reason and its language of
facts and evidence, I was reluctant to play into his
pretension to intellectual autonomy. I suspected he may
have set the bar so high that no argument could ever
clear the hurdle. As such, he would be left feeling
justified in having walked away from Christ—not just
from an argument, but from a person. So, I wanted to gently fly this dialogue through a few
presuppositional storm-clouds, questioning his (over)confidence and recalibrating his expectations.
For what it’s worth, here’s the opening section of my reply, where I try to frame our dialogue. I start by
addressing issues of plausibility and opening the door to relevance, before going down the rabbit hole of
faith’s credibility. It picks up after I’ve offered some context to where I’m coming from, building some
“ethos” (moral authority and trust in my position and credentials, as a total stranger), then moving into the
“logos” of argument and “pathos” touching on matters of passion and the heart (cf. Aristotle’s Rhetoric).
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My role at Malyon College is not quite as exciting as being a pilot! Of relevance, though, I head up
Traverse, an academic centre seeking to bridge church and culture—so the kind of questions you ask
and journey you’ve been on are close to my heart. While I’ll do my best to respond to what you’ve
shared—in far too many pages; my sincere apologies but it was difficult to condense—I am more than
open to a skype chat (‘nikanddave’ in Brisbane); talking these things through in a genuine dialogue is
far more meaningful (and helpful for both of us) than the somewhat impersonal monologues below.
First up, let me say that I really appreciate you taking the time to put this in an email. These aren’t
simpy intellectual questions. They’re self-involving. Whatever is actually true, and whatever we
believe, has momentous implications for how we live, eschewing “neutral” ground and forcing a
response. Even agnosticism is, in a real sense, one’s “reply”. So, it takes courage to express your views,
let alone potentially enter a dialogue. Thank you for taking this risk, especially with an uknown
contact.
Having spent the last 7 years at a post-graduate level exploring these kinds of questions, alongside
decades of my own reading and processing, I genuinely empathise with the questions and objections
you raise. There is no “silver bullet”, as you say; no simple answer that solves it all. Equally, however,
there is no equivalent justification for the holding of any other position or worldview, either—be it
another religious, spiritual, or a secular perspective (whether positively atheistic, or negatively
agnostic). To be human is to be finite and fallen, limited and biased. There is, as G. E. Lessing observed,
an “ugly ditch” separating contingent historical events from “timeless/eternal truths”—if there be
such entities at all. Further, there is also a divide between what we sense in the world and the way
reality actually is (between phenomena and noumena, as Immanuel Kant posited) … all understanding,
even that of science grappling with the physical world, is mediated: metaphorical and modelled. It
offers a “handle” to grasp the world, not reality itself. We need multiple handles, emerging from
disparate disciplines, to bring existence into focus.
And this necessitates faith. Not blind faith. But it necessitates trust in order to know. In an important
sense, all knowing is personal, and subjective (see Michael Polanyi’s work here, and Lesslie Newbigin’s
book Proper Confidence here). We all trust our senses, authorities, traditions of sorts, historical
documents, largely unfalsifiable models and metanarratives that bring into order disconnected data,
and so much more. Somewhere between radical relativism (espoused by postmodernists and
deconstructionists) and naïve realism (espoused by especially conservative religious types and equally
by scientific and engineering sorts, this type of physicalist fundamentalism and foundationalism
dispatched quickly by secular and religious philosophers and historians alike) exists a place to stand on
shifting ground; a place to commit and act, short of certainty and certitude. Many call this “critical
realism”—that we have good reason to believe there is such a thing called “reality” with which we
grapple; however, given the mediated nature of all knowing, and our proneness to believe what we
want to be true (that justifies the way we want to live—a critique applying to all Homo sapiens,
irrespective of the content of their actual beliefs), we must be critical of how and what we know. It
takes dialogue with those from other perspectives to expose our blind-spots.
(Which includes me learning from, and being challenged by, you.)
… In broad brush-strokes, it means that we put away the notion of demanding
proof before we believe, setting the bar so high that no comprehensive
philosophy will satisfy—thereby leaving us free to follow our own
dictates, which we should likewise question. Anything that matters and
holds meaning for life will not meet some ideal standard that satisfies
only the mathematician, whose formulas are—by definition—“true”.
Even “evidence” and “fact” are highly loaded terms, for they are
couched within larger narratives or webs of belief (W.v.O Quine) that give
them meaning.
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My apologies for such a long epistemological introduction—likely affected by my post-thesis blues—
but I think it’s important to start with appropriate humility before the wonder of it all (as you hint in
what you wrote) and the confusion undergirding any life-stance. What we have are competing
warrants for whole systems, that we might compare as best we can on broad criteria such as
coherence (is it logically consistent within itself as a story?), correspondence (is there any historical and
scientific grounds for holding such a belief, tying it to the physical world), completeness (does it offer a
frame large enough to make sense of the universe and its form, and the nature of humanity:
rationality, love, brokenness, hope, science, music and art, and so forth), and liveability (can one live
consistently with this philosophy, and does it motivate flourishing and life or division and death?).
… In short, the question is comparative: putting different elements of beliefs and overriding stories
side-by-side, which helps me (for each person must judge for his or herself) make sense of the world
and motivate me to act in ways that lead to flourishing. (For more on this framing, see John
Stackhouse’s Need to Know or Alvin Plantinga’s Warranted Christian Belief … more popularly and
mercifully shorter, check out Plantinga’s 2015 book, Knowledge and Christian Belief.)
Written in this spirit, if you are open to reading just one (more popular) source touching on these big
questions and a basic apologetic addressing both of the big questions you raise, would you consider
reading Tim Keller’s (2008) The Reason for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism? Again, it’s no silver
bullet, and I’ll recommend far more rigorous academic treatments of some of themes you discuss.
Even so, I think it covers important ground, and is appropriately humble in exploring these issues in a
way that can better anyone genuinely wanting to consider such pivotal questions, regardless of what
they ultimately choose to believe. … All of that said, I’ll do my best to shed some theological light on
the points you’ve made, first on the resurrection, and second on suffering.
► What did you most like and dislike about my approach to Paul the Pilot?
► How might you change or tweak this response for a more effective apologetic?

Class Activity 3.3—Optional
Thus far we’ve touched on philosophical issues behind epistemology, participated in the “idiot’s guide to
forming believable beliefs” workshop, and eavesdropped on a conversation with Paul the Pilot.
Now it’s your turn to revisit the “big story” questions with which we opened this Module. Based on all
we’ve learned and discussed, how would you answer these objections now?
1. As William Clifford said, “It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone to believe anything
upon insufficient evidence.” And when it comes to Christianity, evidence is precisely what’s
lacking. That’s why it’s more reasonable for me to remain agnostic.
2. Faith is a feeling, conviction or belief that something is true or real, without having evidence.
Christian faith, then, by definition, is irrational. I won’t blindly submit to any authority or
“Revelation”, trusting Jesus just because you tell me it’s true. Facts must rule over fiction.
3. “Truth” is purely a human construction, convenient tales we tell ourselves to make our way
through life. No one has direct access to “reality”; it’s mediated by our senses and shaped by
subjective, even irrational, desires. So your “big story” may be “what your contemporaries let
you get away with” [Richard Rorty on truth], but it’s unconvincing and oppressive to me.
4. There are lots of “big stories” in the world, across history and diverse cultures,
each claiming to make sense of the world. Why should I believe yours over another?
5. For a more substantial challenge, read Ellerton (2010) and see how you would respond to his
central assertions that “theology is not philosophy” and thus has no place in secular schools
toward the development of critical thinking abilities.
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4. FUNDAMENTALS OF FAITH: WORLDVIEW ANALYSIS

Resource 3.3
The key reading of relevance here is Sire (2004). The Universe Next Door was a set text for
previous versions of this course, and with good reason. In this reading, Sire defines worldview
and frames the importance of meaning making in the world. He outlines key criteria guiding this
search. And he has a whole chapter nestled in the middle which outlines the basics of Christian
theism. Well worth a skim, if not a deep read.
For a taste of one of evangelical Christianity’s great statesmen for worldview thinking, borrow
out from the Malyon library Schaeffer (1982). This first volume of his five volume Complete
Works focuses entirely upon “A Christian View of Philosophy and Culture”. It includes the other
reading already highlighted (Schaeffer 1998), the classic, The God Who Is There.
For a popular and short introduction to the themes in this session, read Dan Paterson’s Traverse
blog post, “Why Believe Anything At All?” here.
I have also uploaded, under “Extra Resources”, a pdf entitled “Extra Material for Module 3”. This
includes a worldview dictionary of key terms, some laws of logic, and excellent questions to ask
when you hit a roadblock in conversation. Try these on:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What do you mean by that? (explain yourself, define your terms and beliefs)
How do you know that’s true? (what are your reasons for believing that)
Where’d you get your information? (what’s your source, and can you trust it)
What if you’re wrong? (what are the consequences of your beliefs if untrue)

You can also turn conversation-blocking statements that are “self-referentially incoherent” back
upon themselves. Each reply exposes how the argument destroys itself, clearing the way for
meaningful dialogue. That said, only use these quips in grace, let you feel smart and they walk away.
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“What is a Worldview?”
Watch Impact 360 Institute’s clip here
Or, watch the Truth Project here, or the
related clip from John Stonestreet of
Summit Ministries here
► From your reading this week,
and the video you just watched, share
“what is a worldview?” in your own words
► How does sight relate to perception?

4.1

What Is a Worldview?

A “worldview” is how we see the world.
The physical process of sight might make it clear . . .
The human eye is an incredibly complicated organ. Sight is something we take for granted, rarely thinking
of the billions of processes and firing neurons operating behind the scenes just to perceive something like
the sunset. That is, of course, until something goes wrong. Then we see an optometrist, have our eyes
tested, fit some goggles on, and magically everything looks good again. Amazingly, however, you can wear
a wrong prescription, and whilst initially uncomfortable, your “plastic” brain will adapt.
Although you’ll never see clearly, over time it will seem normal, shifting back to the subconscious.
Optical illusions show that sight serves perception—perception is a step above vision, related to mindset.
So, glasses for your eyes, but what if your whole perception of life is out. How would you know?
We all view life through a lens, or worldview. For those in Christ, our final authority is to have the mind of
Christ (1 Corinthians 2:16; Philippians 2:5), or a Biblical world-view.

Class Activity 3.4—10 minutes
Read the following article from The Age Newspaper, and consider the key differences in “worldview” and
how they influence our reading of “the facts.” How many major differences in worldview presuppositions
can you pick, causing misunderstanding between the family and the court?

Dead girl's mother: sickness caused by sin (The Age, July 29, 2009)
The mother of an 11-year-old girl who died of undiagnosed diabetes as the family prayed for her to
get better has testified that she believes sickness is caused by sin and can be cured by God.
Leilani Neumann told the jury in her husband's trial in Wisconsin, on Tuesday she thought her
daughter's March 2008 illness was a test of her religious faith and she didn't take the girl to a doctor
because that would have been "complete disobedience to what we believe".
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Dale Neumann, 47, is charged with second-degree reckless homicide in the 2008 death of his
daughter, Madeline Neumann, called Kara by her parents. His wife was convicted of the same charge
in the northern hemisphere spring and faces up to 25 years in prison when sentenced on October 6.
US prosecutors contend Dale Neumann recklessly killed the youngest of his four children by
ignoring her deteriorating health. They claim Neumann had a legal duty to take her to a doctor.
Leilani Neumann testified for more than three hours on Tuesday, describing the events leading up to
her daughter's March 23, 2008, death on a mattress on the floor of the family's rural Weston home as
people surrounded her and prayed. Someone called for help when she stopped breathing.
The mother said she and her husband believed their daughter's deteriorating condition may have
been the result of a falling out with another couple, and called them once the girl was unconscious
and persuaded them to come pray for the girl.
She said although her children had been to medical doctors before, she viewed Madeline's March
2008 illness as "something spiritual".
Leilani Neumann also said she did not realise her daughter was seriously ill until the day before her
death, when the girl was weak and pale and had trouble speaking.
"I asked her if she loved Jesus," the mother testified. "She might have said yes. I know for sure she
was acknowledging it. What sounds came out, I don't remember. She was making noises ... My focus
definitely was to pray."
A paediatric expert on diabetes told the jury on Monday that even right before her death, doctors
might have been able to save the girl's life had she been brought to a hospital.
“A world view may be defined as the philosophical glasses
that a person wears to look at this world of ideas,
experiences and purposes. The world view functions as
an interpretative conceptual scheme to explain
why we ‘see’ the world as we do and act as we do.”
(Ravi Zacharias, A Shattered Visage [1996], 121)
Everyone has a worldview. Whenever anyone thinks about
anything—from a casual thought (Where did I leave my watch?) to
a profound question (Who am I?)—we are operating within such a
framework. In fact, it is only the assumption of a worldview—
however basic or simple—that allows us to think at all. …
“A worldview is a commitment, a fundamental orientation of the heart, that can be expressed as a story
or in a set of presuppositions (assumptions which may be true, partially true or entirely false) which we
hold (consciously or subconsciously, consistently or inconsistently) about the basic constitution of reality,
and that provides the foundation on which we live and move and have our being.”
(James W. Sire, The Universe Next Door, 4th ed. [2004], 17.)
► Unpack each component: (1) Worldview as a commitment (2) Expressed as a story or in a set of
presuppositions (3) About the basic constitution of reality (4) The foundation on which we live.
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Sire (2004, 11) notes that this revised definition (relative to the first three editions of his book) does four
things. “First it shifts the focus from a worldview as a ‘set of presuppositions’ to a ‘commitment, a
fundamental orientation of the heart’. . . . Second, it expands the way worldviews are expressed, adding to
a set of presuppositions the notion of story. Third, it makes more explicit that the deepest root of a
worldview is its commitment to and understanding of the ‘really real.’ Fourth, it acknowledges the role of
behaviour in assessing what anyone’s worldview actually is.”
► Why do these four “shifts” matter? How does this relate to the postmodern challenge?
► “If we want clarity about our own worldview . . . we must reflect and profoundly consider how we
actually behave” (Sire 2004, 19). Why is that?
“One story told by science begins with the big bang and proceeds through the evolution of the cosmos,
formation of the galaxies, stars and planets, the appearance of life on earth and on to its disappearance as
the universe runs down. Christians tell the story of creation, fall, redemption, glorification—a story in which
Jesus’ birth, death and resurrection is the centrepiece. Christians see their lives and the lives of others as tiny
chapters in that master story. The meaning of those little stories cannot be divorced from the master
story, and some of this meaning is propositional.” (Sire 2004, 18)
► Sire notes the connection between stories and propositions. Why is this connection important?
► If, as Curtis Chang says, “the best story wins the epoch” (Engaging Unbelief [2007]), what are the main
stories vying for position in our culture?
► In your experience, how conscious or well developed are the stories of your non-Christian friends?
How do you know?

Resource 3.4
What is a worldview, and why does it matter? Distance students can listen to a 1 hour mp3 equivalent
(16MB) of this section online at http://www.mediafire.com/?hznzmeidogz. The Malyon course,
“A Christian Worldview,” is also available online at http://traverse.org.au/base/christian-worldview/.

4.2

Worldview Questions

What, then, is a world-view? Put simply, it’s the overall perspective from which one sees and interprets
the world—a collection of beliefs about life and the universe, held by an individual or group. It is through
this filter that we view every part of life, and the summation of these facts provides the big picture into
which the daily events of our life should fit. Every opinion, comment and action derives from a world-view.
Like our “plastic” perception, however, we can learn to live with inconsistencies, keeping them in the
background. For most, our worldview is not carefully considered; rather, it’s a subconscious process
influenced over time by friends, family, politics, media, religion, experiences, and other similar processes.
A worldview is like a jigsaw box helping us see how the pieces that make up our lives best fit together.
At the simplest level there are 5 key worldview questions that frame our story:
ORIGIN: Where did we come from?
IDENTITY: Who are we?
MEANING: Why are we here?
MORALITY: How should we live?
DESTINY: Where are we going?
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Again, these propositions are part of a larger story. And every story involves tension and resolution.
Most people, as they look at the state of our world, recognize that “things are not the way they’re
supposed to be.” So two further questions are required:
TENSION: What is our problem?
RESOLUTION: How do we fix it?
► Sire uses a similar set of 7 key questions. What answers do we believe God has given us through
Biblical Revelation to make sense of our existence? (Sire 2004, 23-44, addresses this)
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)

What is prime reality—the really real?
What is the nature of external reality, that is, the world around us?
What is a human being?
What happens to a person at death?
Why is it possible to know anything at all?
How do we know what is right and wrong?
What is the meaning of human history?

So, what does it matter which worldview (or combination) I hold? Basically this: our actions are like fruit
that derive from the root beliefs we hold, and these have consequences both individually and nationally—
for good if based on truth, or for bad if based on falsity (Proverbs 14:12,34). People perish for lack of
knowledge (Jeremiah 13:25; Hosea 4:6), yet those who live what is true will prosper (Psalm 1; Luke 11:28;
Galatians 6:7-8). Ideas are powerful—either you will take them captive (2 Corinthians 10:5), or they will
take you captive (Colossians 2:8; 2 Timothy 2:25b-26).
Consider some of the following quotes, concerning the radical consequences of fundamental beliefs:
“Over 100 years ago the German poet Heine warned the French not to underestimate the power of ideas:
philosophical concepts nurtured in the stillness of a professor’s study could destroy a civilisation.”
<Isaiah Berlin in “Two concepts of Liberty” (1958)>
“Ideas, not might, will determine the 21st Century.”
<Alister McGrath, Twilight of Atheism>
“The hideous crimes committed in Cambodia from April 1975 onwards, which involved the deaths of
between a fifth and a third of the population, were organised by a group of Francophone middle class
intellectuals known as Angka Leu (The Higher Organisation). Of its eight leaders, five were teachers, one a
university professor, one a civil servant, and one an economist. All had studied in France in the 1950s
where they had not only belonged to the Communist Party, but had absorbed Sartre’s doctrines of
philosophical activism and ‘necessary violence’. These mass murderers were his ideological children.”
<Paul Johnson, Intellectuals>

Professor R.J. Rummel wrote book in 1980s called Death by Government.
From his research he concluded that during the 20th century, over 172 million
people were slaughtered by their own Government, primarily under Communist
regimes. This murderous death toll is more than all other centuries combined,
and does not even include abortion, which would raise the number to in excess
of 500 million. What has been the primary causal factor? Ideas. Wrong ideas.
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► It’s easy to simply dismiss a person we don’t get as crazy. And yet, often there is a coherent
—albeit disturbing and unbiblical—perspective undergirding his or her social project.
So, what kind of “worldviews” are reflected in the following comments?
Choose one, and list the presuppositions undergirding the claims.

“I've always tried to be aware of what I say in my films because ALL of us
who make motion pictures are teachers, teachers with very loud voices.”
<George Lucas>
“I wanted to introduce some Zen here because I don't want kids to walk
away feeling that everything is shoot-em-up, but that there's also a little
something to think about in terms of yourself and your surroundings.”
<Irvin Kershner concerning Star Wars>
“If nature does not wish that weaker individuals should mate with
stronger, she wishes even less that a superior race (like the Germanic
race) should intermingle with an inferior (like the Jewish race). Why?
Because, in such a case her efforts, throughout hundreds and thousands
of years, to establish an evolutionary higher stage of being, may be
rendered futile.” <Hitler, Mein Kampf>
The educational method used to re-educate Nazi youth following WWII is “also the one which was used by
American schoolteachers who had read [John] Dewey and were concerned to get students to think
‘scientifically’ and ‘rationally’ about such matters as the origin of the species and sexual behaviour. It is a
concept which I, like most Americans who teach humanities or social science in colleges and Universities,
invoke when we try to arrange things so that students who enter as bigoted, homophobic, religious
fundamentalists will leave college with views more like our own. . . . The fundamentalist parents of our
fundamentalist students think that the entire ‘American liberal establishment’ is engaged in a conspiracy.
These parents have a point. When we American college teachers encounter religious fundamentalists, we
do not consider the possibility of reformulating our own practices of justification so as to give more weight
to the authority of the Christian scriptures. Instead, we do our best to convince these students of the
benefits of secularization. Rather, I think these students are lucky to find themselves under the benevolent
Herrschaft of people like me, and to have escaped the grip of their frightening, vicious, dangerous parents.”
<Richard Rorty, Rorty and His Critics [2008], 21>
“One day while browsing through a library in Colorado Springs, [Julian] Huxley came across some essays by
Lord Morley in which he found these words: ‘The next great task of science will be to create a religion for
humanity.’ Huxley was challenged by this vision. He wrote, ‘I was fired by sharing his conviction that science
would of necessity play an essential part in framing any religion of the future worthy of the name.’
Huxley took up Morley’s challenge to develop a scientific religion. He called it ‘Evolutionary Humanism.’”
<Norman Geisler, Encyclopaedia of Apologetics >
“The cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be. … We are the product of 4.5 billion years of fortuitous,
slow biological evolution. There is no reason to think that the evolutionary process has stopped.
Man is a transitional animal. He is not the climax of creation.” <Carl Sagan>
“Man is the measure of all things.” <Protagoras>
“I am a Humanist, which means, in part, that I have tried to behave decently
without expectations of rewards or punishment after I am dead.” <Kurt Vonnegut>
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“There is no place in the Humanist worldview for either immortality or God in
the valid meanings of those terms. Humanism contends that instead of the
gods creating the cosmos, the cosmos, in the individualized form of human
beings giving rein to their imagination, created the gods.”
<Corliss Lamont, The Philosophy of Humanism, 1982>
“The classroom must and will become an area of conflict between the old
and the new—the rotting corpse of Christianity, together with its
adjacent evils and misery and the new faith of Humanism, resplendent
in its promise of a world in which the never-realized Christian idea of
‘Love thy Neighbor’ will finally be achieved."
<John J. Dunphy, The Humanist, January/February 1983>
“The good life, as I conceive it, is a happy life. I do not mean that if you are
good you will be happy—I mean that if you are happy you will be good.”
<Bertrand Russell>
“The Christian resolution to find the world ugly and bad
has made the world ugly and bad.”
<Friedrich Nietzsche>

Human beings “may, and do, make up their own rules. . . . Morality is not discovered; it is made.”
<Humanist Max Hocutt>
“Today the god hypothesis has ceased to be scientifically tenable ... and its abandonment often brings a
deep sense of relief. Many people assert that this abandonment of the god hypothesis means the
abandonment of all religion and all moral sanctions. This is simply not true. But it does mean,
once our relief at jettisoning an outdated piece of ideological furniture is over,
that we must construct some thing to take its place.” <Julian Huxley>
► Steve Turner in his poem “Creed” caricatures common creeds espoused in universities today.
How well does this represent Australian culture as a whole?
We believe in Marxfreudanddarwin.
We believe everything is OK
as long as you don’t hurt anyone,
to the best of your definition of hurt,
and to the best of your knowledge.
We believe in sex before during
and after marriage.
We believe in the therapy of sin.
We believe that adultery is fun.
We believe that sodomy's OK
We believe that taboos are taboo.
We believe that everything’s getting better
despite evidence to the contrary.
The evidence must be investigated.
You can prove anything with evidence.
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We believe there’s something in horoscopes,
UFO’s and bent spoons;
Jesus was a good man just like Buddha
Mohammed and ourselves.
He was a good moral teacher although we think
his good morals were bad.
We believe that all religions are basically the same,
at least the one that we read was.
They all believe in love and goodness.
They only differ on matters of
creation sin heaven hell God and salvation.
We believe that after death comes The Nothing
because when you ask the dead what happens
they say Nothing.
If death is not the end, if the dead have lied,
then it’s compulsory heaven for all
excepting perhaps Hitler, Stalin and Genghis Khan. …

… We believe in Masters and Johnson.
What’s selected is average.
What’s average is normal.
What’s normal is good.
We believe in total disarmament.
We believe there are direct links between
warfare and bloodshed.
Americans should beat their guns into tractors
and the Russians would be sure to follow.
We believe that man is essentially good.
It’s only his behaviour that lets him down.
This is the fault of society.
Society is the fault of conditions.
Conditions are the fault of society.
We believe that each man must find the truth
that is right for him.
Reality will adapt accordingly.
The universe will readjust. History will alter.
We believe that there is no absolute truth
excepting the truth that there is no absolute truth.
We believe in the rejection of creeds.
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► How, then, should Christians respond? Consider the following two quotes:
“The great missing element in Western thinking is the Christian viewpoint.
Western man thinks about economics, politics, government, education, and a thousand other things
without ever once asking, ‘What has God said about these things?’”
<David Breese, Seven Men Who Rule the World from the Grave>
“We may preach with all the fervour of a reformer, and yet succeed only in winning a straggler
here and there, if we permit the whole collective thought of the nation or of the world to be
controlled by ideas which, by the resistless force of logic, prevent Christianity from being regarded as
anything more than a harmless delusion … What is today a matter of academic speculation,
begins tomorrow to move armies and pull down empires.”
<J. Gresham Machen, early 20th Century Presbyterian Bible Scholar, on how thinking affects practical life>

4.3

Worldview Components

An alternative approach to understanding “worldviews” is offered by Summit Ministries.3 Their key focus is
helping Christians be like the sons of Issachar who “had understanding of the times, to know what Israel
ought to do” (1 Chronicles 12:32).
The late Doc Noebel (David Noebel) and his team defined a worldview as

“a bundle of ideas, beliefs, convictions or values, in which one stick in the bundle is theological,
one is philosophical, one is ethical, one is biological, one is psychological, one is sociological,
one is legal, one is political, one is financial, and one is historical.”4
There are ten main components of a worldview, each answering key questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

THEOLOGY: Is there a God? What is God like?
PHILOSOPHY: What is real, and how do we know?
BIOLOGY: What is the origin of life?
PSYCHOLOGY: What is human nature?
ETHICS: What is morally right and wrong?
SOCIOLOGY: how should society be structured?
LAW: What is the basis for law?
POLITICS: What is the purpose of Government?
ECONOMICS: What produces a sound economy?
HISTORY: How should we interpret human events?

A complete worldview has answers to all ten of these components. Thus, Christianity is properly
understood as a worldview. This can be seen both through God’s creative and Christ’s redemptive work:

3

Summit (www.summit.org) is arguably the premiere (American) organization for grounding Christians in a Biblical
Worldview. Similarly helpful is Greg Koukl’s Stand to Reason ministry: www.str.org. In the Australian context, check
out Compass Ministries, Think Christianity, and The Millis Institute (broad liberal arts programme in Brisbane).
4

To explore more of David Noebel’s work, see Mind Siege, Battle for Truth, and Understanding the Times.
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Component
Theology

Passage
Gen. 1:1

Verse

View

In the beginning God …

Philosophy

Gen. 1:1

In the beginning God …

Ethics

Gen. 2:9

Knowledge of good & evil

Biology

Gen. 1:21

After their kind

Psychology

Gen. 2:7

Man became a living soul

Sociology
Law

Gen. 1:28
Gen. 3:11

Politics

Gen. 9:6

Be fruitful and multiply
I command thee …
Whoever sheds man’s blood,
by man shall his blood be
shed

Economics

Gen. 1:29

It shall be for food

History

Gen. 3:15

Seed of the woman,
seed of the serpent

God precedes all, and all finds meaning in Him
Time is a philosophical concept, as is knowledge
(epistemology) from Gen. 2:9 below
Right and wrong is determined by God, built on
His character and immutable attributes
Life begets life, following the same plan in turn
Hebrew nephesh, Greek psuche, where
Psychology is the study of soul
I.e. marriage. God established the family unit
God’s Law is the basis for our law
Justice is given as a responsibility to humans to
uphold, with worth based on God’s image in us
What we eat (needs) and money have always
been linked, with our needs and desires driving
the economic system—production should be
meaningful
The division and competition between these two
lines continues through all of history, even into
Revelation 12, waiting for judgment day

Christ’s Dominion over All of Life:
THEOLOGY
>> Christ is the fullness of the Godhead (Colossians 2:9)
PHILOSOPHY
>> Christ is the Logos of God (John 1:1)
ETHICS
>> Christ is the true light (John 1:9, 3:19-20)
BIOLOGY
>> Christ is the life and creator (John 1:4, 11:25; Colossians 1:16)
PSYCHOLOGY
>> Christ is the Saviour (Luke 1:46-47; Titus 2:13)
SOCIOLOGY
>> Christ is the Son (Luke 1:30-31; Isaiah 9:6)
LAW
>> Christ is the lawgiver (Genesis 49:10; Isaiah 9:7)
POLITICS
>> Christ is the King of Kings and Lord of Lords
(Revelation 19:16; 1 Timothy 6:15; Isaiah 9:6; Luke 1:33)
ECONOMICS
>> Christ is the owner of all things
(Psalm 24:1; 50:10-12; 1 Corinthians 10:26)
HISTORY
>> Christ is the Alpha and Omega, beginning and end (Revelation 1:8)
In turn, the Biblical worldview frames what we should teach our children:
THEOLOGY: love God (love Jesus – Matthew 18:6)
PHILOSOPHY: love wisdom and knowledge (Luke 2:52)
ETHICS: do good and avoid evil (love one another – John 15:12)
BIOLOGY: love life and lovingly steward this garden planet (Genesis 1:28; 2:15; John 6:35)
PSYCHOLOGY: feed the soul (love the Lord with all your Mind – Mark 12:30)
SOCIOLOGY: love family (love others), thus marriage (love father & mother – Eph. 6:2)
LAW: love law and order, seeking and loving justice (1 Corinthians 14:40)
ECONOMICS: love work (stewardship), e.g. John Wesley said of Christian economics, “Make all you can,
save all you can, and give all you can!” Love peaceful exchange of goods and services (Acts 5:1-4)
POLITICS: respect authority and love freedom, justice, and peace through strength
(2 Corinthians 3:17; Romans 13)
HISTORY: love and learn from history (1 Corinthians 10:1-15) - learn from the past and see God’s perfect
timing and hand in all of history, trusting God to bring all together for good
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Obviously, Christianity is only one such worldview. In Noebel’s analysis,
“What’s happening in the world today is no more, and no less, than the clash of worldviews.”
In particular, our century is marked by the clash of six predominant ideologies:
Christianity; Islam; Marxism; Cosmic Humanism; Secular Humanism; Postmodernism.
“Each generation has to decide if Christ is superior to Nietzsche; if God is smarter than Plato;
if freedom is better than totalitarianism; if private property is superior to socialism;
if creationism is superior to evolution; if purpose and design are superior to chance;
if truth is better than falsehood; if beauty is better than ugliness; if love is better than hate;
if good is better than evil; if right is better than wrong; if heaven is better than hell;
if moral absolutes are better than moral relativism; if adoption is better than abortion;
if self-control is better than licentiousness; if individual responsibility is better than victimization;
if patriotism is better than globalism.”
“No compromise can exist between the worldviews on the fundamental level. Either the Christian correctly
describes reality when he speaks of a loving, just personal God and His incarnation and resurrection,
or he is talking nonsense. We cannot blend the basic claims of the Bible with the non-Christian claims
that man is inherently good and requires no saviour other than himself. Only one view properly
describes the cold hard facts of a Universe the Christians believe was created by God.”
<David Noebel>
► Do you agree with Noebel’s analysis? What, if anything, does it lack, or misrepresent?
(The phrase, “ideational reductionism” springs to mind … something the
work of Charles Taylor with Modern Social Imaginaries and James Smith
with Desiring the Kingdom tries to correct)
► In what ways have you seen these various worldviews clash in our
world today? Must they conflict?
(cf. Samuel Huntington’s modern reworking of this thesis, The Clash of
Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order [2011])
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(See under Moodle Module 3 Extra Resources for Worldview Definitions to help decipher the following)

Reflection Activity 3.3—Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#3.3 In your opinion, the clash of which worldviews is most affecting Australia right now?
What components in particular are clashing, and what has been the effect? How should Christians,
called to be agents of reconciliation rather than armed combatants, work in such a polarised space?
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4.4

Worldview Progression

There are two types of progression in worldviews that need consideration.
The first type of worldview progression is how dominant worldviews across history have progressed,
both in completing and challenging what went before. Sire, in The Universe Next Door (2004),
suggests that since the middle ages, the progression has essentially been as follows:

Christian Theism (A universe charged with the grandeur of God)
 Deism (The clockwork universe)
 Naturalism (The silence of finite space)
 Nihilism (Zero point)
 Existentialism (Beyond Nihilism)
 Postmodernism (The vanished horizon)
After a dead end with nihilism/existentialism/postmodernism, the West has opened to the East:

 Eastern Pantheistic Monism (Journey to the East)
 The New Age (A separate universe)
► If one worldview has progressed to the next in response to a critical flaw, why should we turn back the
clock and revisit Christian theism? (Sire 2004, 248-250 covers this)
Chuck Edwards from Summit Ministries has helpfully mapped these western currents of thought onto a
timeline stretching back to premodern times in the west, starting with Greece and Rome.
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The second type of worldview progression
concerns how, in the present, such academic
philosophies drip down to infiltrate popular
culture. What’s being said in the most complex,
academic literature published though
universities, is being espoused at the skate
ramps, such as “Everything’s relative,” yet
philosophers and skaters never directly came in
contact. Like the movie Outbreak, there’s always
a pathway through which the virus has spread to
connect the most distant colony to the source,
and usually there’s a story to tell in between.
This is no different in the transfer of ideas, as
suggested by Francis Schaeffer. In general, the
ideas that most appeal to, and justify, our sinful
nature, are preferentially snapped up and passed along.
It begins in the ivory towers of academia with a philosopher’s musings, stepping down next to expression
within the higher arts (sculpture, architecture, paintings, poetry), then descending to be snapped up by
mass culture (music, movies, television, novels), finally absorbed by popular culture as a whole, becoming
the “norm”. Societal trends clearly reveal the eroding of biblical morality, the rotten fruit of a shift to
humanistic root beliefs.
For instance, the philosophical postmodern deconstructionism of Derrida, Foucault, and Lyotard—
suggesting that there is no foundation or ultimate reality to our truth claims, that all is ultimately
meaningless apart from the meaning we ourselves provide—is expressed in architecture. The Wexner
Building at Ohio State University has stairs leading nowhere, pillars not supporting beams, and incomplete
turrets.5
Moving in similar artistic circles and looking for new material, popular culture soon reflects the same
philosophy. Eminem is still one of the most popular hard-core rappers, whose early album “The Marshall
Mathers LP” was the number one selling CD in America, with one in four young people personally owning a
copy. In this he gleefully raps about brutally sodomizing his mother in the track “kill you,” then in
“Amityville” he arranges to have his sister gang raped. He raps,
“My little sister’s birthday / She’ll remember me / For a gift I had ten of my boys / take her virginity.”
Even sex with a dead animal is mentioned on the album. This is not simply a perverted individual looking to
make a buck by shocking mainstream society. (Though it is at least that.) Rather, it’s a natural follow on
from secular humanism, a rejection of God, thus any foundation for conventional morality—we are simply
animals, and nothing is inherently right or wrong. Popular culture has become the vehicle for transporting
philosophy from the inner workings of an academics mind, to mainstream society itself.
5

Ravi Zacharias relates this interesting account: “You see, postmodernism plays word games with us. Postmodernism
tells us there’s no such thing as truth; no such thing as meaning; no such thing as certainty. I remember lecturing at
Ohio State University, one of the largest universities in this country. I was minutes away from beginning my lecture,
and my host was driving me past a new building called the Wexner Center for the Performing Arts. He said, ‘This is
America’s first postmodern building.’ I was startled for a moment and I said, ‘What is a postmodern building?’ He said,
‘Well, the architect said that he designed this building with no design in mind. When the architect was asked, “Why?”
he said, “If life itself is capricious, why should our buildings have any design and any meaning?” So he has pillars that
have no purpose. He has stairways that go nowhere. He has a senseless building built and somebody has paid for it.’ I
said, ‘So his argument was that if life has no purpose and design, why should the building have any design?’ He said,
‘That is correct.’ I said, ‘Did he do the same with the foundation?’ All of a sudden there was silence. You see, you and I
can fool with the infrastructure as much as we would like, but we dare not fool with the foundation because it will
call our bluff in a hurry.” (For a more positive Christian take on postmodernism, see Smith 2006)
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From the cover of Cosmopolitan to the
comments of scientists and activists, we
see signs of a bigger worldview story that
has captured much of our culture. Even
apparently innocent, wholesome movies
like Star Wars, are far from neutral.
“The thing I like about fantasy and
science fiction is that you can take issues,
pull them out of their cultural
straitjackets, and talk about them
without bringing in folk artefacts that
make people get closed minded. ...
You do this by making the film ‘about’
something other than what it’s really
about. Which is what mythology is, and
what storytelling has always been about.
Art is about communicating with people emotionally without the intellectual artefacts of the current
situation, and dealing with very emotional issues [like] life and death, or “I really want to kill my father and
have sex with my mother.” It’s hard to talk about that kind of thing in a family situation without somebody
getting upset. But in art, you can deal with those issues. Most stories are really told for adolescents.
Once people get out of college, they’re set in their worldview.”
<George Lucas>
+++

“Christians have very gradually become disturbed over permissiveness, pornography, the public
schools, the breakdown of the family, and finally abortion. But they have not seen this as a
totality—each thing being a part, a symptom of a much larger problem. They have failed to see
that all of this has come about due to a shift in the worldview—that is, through
a fundamental change in the overall way people think and view the world and life as a whole.”
<Francis Schaeffer>
“As Christians we are tempted to make unnecessary concessions to those outside the faith.
We give in too much. We must show our Christian colours if we are to be true to Jesus Christ.
We cannot remain silent and concede everything away.” <C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock>
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4.5

Worldview Analysis

► From what you’ve read, and the talk given at
the start of the lecture, how may one wisely
choose between competing worldviews? If we
can’t prove any one system beyond a reasonable
doubt (even a shadow of doubt), then is our
choice arbitrary? (Cf. Sire 2004, 245-248)

Class Activity 3.5—20 minutes
Watch The Truman Show ending here (7 minutes). Then, using the analysis sheet below,
contrast the worldview implicit in the movie with a Biblical worldview.

Stream

Recognise

Rethink

THEOLOGY: Is there a God?
What is God like?
PHILOSOPHY: What is real,
and how do we know?
BIOLOGY: What is the origin
of life?
PSYCHOLOGY: What is human
nature?
ETHICS: What is morally right
and wrong?
SOCIOLOGY: how should
society be structured?
LAW: What is the basis for
law?
POLITICS: What is the purpose
of Government?
ECONOMICS: What produces
a sound economy?
HISTORY: How should we
interpret human events?
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Reflection Activity 3.4—Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#3.4 Choose just one of the above dimensions of a worldview, and compare/contrast the Biblical
Worldview with that depicted in ‘The Truman Show’ clip.
[Dave’s attempt at deconstructing Truman … ]
From the Truman show, the following messages are communicated:
1. THEOLOGY: God is in humanity’s image, a construction—all smoke and mirrors
Vs. Genesis 1:27/Deut. 32:4—made in the image of God. He’s real and we’re relative to Him. He’s perfect and just,
not capricious and needy. He seeks to bless us, and give freedom, not control.
2. PHILOSOPHY: What we think is real isn’t, we make our own meaning. Nature is all there is.
Vs. Romans 3:4; 2 Timothy 3:16-17; John 14:6—God’s word is truth and the basis for our life, and truth is not
determined democratically, even if every person believes what is contrary to God’s Word.
Supernaturalism: God isn’t part of nature, but transcends it.
3. PSYCHOLOGY: We are largely a product of our environment, but we must break out.
Vs. Deuteronomy 30:19-20; John 8:34; Romans 8:6; Proverbs 6:23—Rules are safeguards, as freeing our body to live
by instinct is actually slavery to the flesh. Only when we discipline our flesh will our Spirit come alive.
4. ETHICS: Right and wrong are artificial/relative—we must make our own meaning
Vs. Joshua 1:8/Psalm 19:7—God determines what is right and wrong. Our identity is wrapped up in Him.
There are absolutes.
5. SOCIOLOGY: society is arbitrary. I should be free to live how I want (no constraints)
Vs. There is an ideal (e.g. family) that brings life. This is freedom (i.e. in movie it shows Truman leaving all he ever
knew which was said to be good by Christos ... Truman by leaving the system is essentially saying that it’s better to
pursue your own ideals than ones externally imposed).
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5. PREPARATION FOR THE NEXT CLASS

Forum Activity Module 3
For each of modules 1 through 12 of the course, please submit a forum post, comprising:
(a) A 250 word first-person response to the set question/comment, tailored for explaining your
beliefs to a twenty-something Australian who is post-Christian in attitude but pre-Christian in
understanding. Note that when options are available, indicate to which of the statements you are
responding. Additionally, this response must demonstrate a sound grasp of underlying
course/Module content, and interaction with at least one (PE420) or two (PE620) pre-readings,
whether recommended or optional (reference these). Across modules 1-6, and then 7-12, you
must demonstrate a range of apologetic approaches, defending and commending the plausibility,
credibility, and relevance of Christian belief. Post this to Moodle *before* the following class.
(b) Interaction with at least one other person that advances the conversation, perhaps through a
comment or question. Note that this interaction can be with other students on the Moodle forum,
but may also be through the “Australian Apologetics & Evangelism” facebook group or your own
social media site, as people interact with your posted response. Interaction isn’t in the word count.
Group five of the first six forum posts, and the interaction with others, into one word.doc for
submission via the Moodle assessment tab by March 28 for assessment requirement 1a, and then
a further five posts from module 7-12 by May 23 for requirement 1b.
For each Moodle Module, I’ve set up a forum bubble.

THIS WEEK’S forum question/comment awaiting your response, before next class, is this:
Week 3: On what basis do you argue that Christianity is “the truth”?
And how strong—or certain—a claim do you hope to support?
You will have time to discuss your responses to this forum question in your small group during the first
session of our next class together.

All students respond on the Moodle Forum (250 words)

Preparation for Next Week …
 Forum post work (as per the unit guide assessment requirement) both addressing the set
question, and interacting with others. Post this to Moodle before next class.
 2 hours pre-reading from recommended and optional readings on Moodle.
Come ready to share on each of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context, to help your holistic witness
 Given the topic next week (Philosophical Challenges to Christianity: deism, atheism,
science, miracles, and evolution), come ready for show and tell … how did you see one of
these beliefs expressed in Australian culture over this week (e.g. conversation, media
report, story, ad, whatever)?
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Significance for Christian theology, life and thought...
What in this session is most significant to you personally,
in forming your own theology, life and thought?
I love the song, “I cannot tell.” For all my reading and navel-gazing, at the end of the day I’m still a
finite and fallen human being. I’m terribly limited and biased. I’ve done my best to think things
through and make sense of the world I’m in. Still, for all I know, I could be wrong. This necessitate
humility in my outlook and style of apologetic engagement (rhetoric) with others.
And yet, though I cannot show another that Christianity is true, akin to a mathematical proof—and
nor can I rationally know with total epistemic certainty—God doesn’t leave me stranded.
Through faith in God, by the power of His Spirit, I can have an unshakable certitude that Jesus is
the Christ, the Lord of all and the master of my destiny. God is pleased to graciously use my
bumbling efforts to know Him and understand His world. I am never outside His grace.
While I cannot tell many a thing—whether answering others’ questions or satisfying my own
intellect—I can know through faith (not a contradiction!) the One who holds all the answers. In
turn, my epistemological humility is complemented by spiritual courage to live and share the good
news of God’s reign through the life, death, and resurrection of the world’s King, Jesus Christ.
“I cannot tell how all the lands shall worship,
When, at His bidding, every storm is stilled,
Or who can say how great the jubilation
When all the hearts of men with love are filled.
But this I know, the skies will thrill with rapture,
And myriad, myriad human voices sing,
And earth to heaven, and heaven to earth, will answer:
At last the Saviour, Saviour of the world, is King.”
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