A Place to Stand,
A Place of Refuge
The Adventures and Consolations
of a Christian Academic
Dr. Angus J. L. Menuge
Professor of Philosophy
Concordia University Wisconsin

1.

Introduction: called to be in the
secular academy, but not of it.
I do not ask that you take them out of the
world, but that you keep them from the evil
one. They are not of the world, just as I am
not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth;
your word is truth. As you sent me into the
world, so I have sent them into the world.
(John 17: 15-18)
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Salt and light in the academy:


Salt: God works through us to preserve and
promote the good in His world.
◦ E.g. standing up for human dignity and human
rights in an increasingly utilitarian culture.



Light: God works through us to witness.
◦ E.g. when asked why we care so much about
human dignity and human rights:
◦ because God made all people in His image and
no-one is worthless for whom Christ died.
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The Problem:


To be salt and light in the world, we need to
understand and be among the natives.



But we must not “go native.”



The besetting sin of Christian academics is to
get on in the secular academic world by
accommodating to its principles.
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Conformed or transformed?


Do not be conformed to this world, but be
transformed by the renewal of your mind…
(Romans 12: 2)



E.g. too many Christians conform to utilitarian thinking:



And why not do evil that good may come?—as
some people slanderously charge us with saying.
Their condemnation is just.
(Romans 3: 8)
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Worldview matters.


See to it that no one takes you captive by
philosophy and empty deceit, according to
human tradition, according to the elemental
spirits of the world, and not according to Christ.
(Col. 2: 8)



We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion
raised against the knowledge of God, and take
every thought captive to obey Christ…
(2 Cor. 10: 5)
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II. The Framework.


What is the best framework for a Christian academic to
engage the prevailing secular academic culture?



A helpful resource: the 5 models in H. Richard Niebuhr’s
Christ and Culture.
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦

(1) Christ Against Culture. (separatism)
(2) Christ Of Culture. (accommodationism)
(3) Christ Above Culture. (synthesis)
(4) Christ the Transformer of Culture (transformation)
(5) Christ and Culture in Dialogue (paradox)
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Christ Against Culture…


Tertullian



Tolstoy



The Mennonites…
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PRO


Authentic protest against
falsehood and evil in the
academy



A prophetic voice that may
cause some to repent
(intellectual John the
Baptists)

CON


Separates from the secular
academy (not in the world)



Does not effectively engage
the secular academy on its
own terms; easily ignored

A. Christ Against Culture
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Christ Of Culture…


Hellenizers and Judaizers of
the Gospel



Enlightenment reduction of
Jesus to “a great moral
teacher”



Some strands in the
“emergent church”…
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PRO

CON



Seeks out the best in the
world’s ideas



Indistinguishable from the
secular academy (of the
world)



Speaks the same language
as the secular academy



Does not challenge the
secular academy; not salt or
light; betrays nonintellectual Christians

B. Christ Of Culture
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Christ Above Culture


Thomas Aquinas



Ongoing attempts to
synthesize Christian
teaching with the best in
science, philosophy, and
the arts
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PRO

CON



Offers a coherent
worldview synthesizing the
world’s best ideas with
scripture e.g. Aquinas



Absolutizes the relative:
the world’s best ideas may
be treated as on the same
level as scripture



Provides a framework in
which Christians and nonChristians can work
together e.g. cardinal
virtues



Relativizes the absolute:
scripture may be treated as
no better than another
theory

C. Christ Above Culture
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Christ the Transformer of Culture


John Calvin



Christian socialists



Christian
reconstructionists
(theocratic libertarians)
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PRO




Challenges worldly
institutions with the Word
of God
Historically has succeeded
in ending abuses
(e.g. William Wilberforce);
a powerful voice in the
academy

D.

CON


May be tempted by
theocratic impulses that
alienate other academics
(Eww! It’s an evangelical!)



May attempt to absolutize
the relative: looking for a
final transformation of
temporal theories;
attempting to impose the
ultimate on the penultimate

Christ the Transformer of Culture
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Christ and Culture in Dialogue



St. Paul



Augustine



Luther
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PRO


Allows critical engagement
with the world’s theories



Does not blankly reject any
theory:
◦ it may be useful to serve
our neighbor



Does not uncritically
embrace any theory:

CON


Hardest to understand



Hardest to live out
◦ There is no comfort of a
final synthesis or
transformation; just the
ongoing struggle in a life of
intellectual repentance

◦ it is at best penultimate

E.

Christ and Culture in Dialogue
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III. How the dialog model works.


Requires equal development in understanding:
◦ A theologically informed Christian worldview;
◦ The relevant secular academic discipline(s).



Avoids pious piffle:
◦ Christian statements floating glibly above the
latest secular findings will seem out of touch.



Avoids burning down straw men:
◦ Must engage secular theories on their own
terms, not as mediated by prejudice.
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Advantages of the dialog model.


An arduous path that gains the respect of and
engagement by secular interlocutors.
◦ E.g. Debating Christian Theism (Oxford, 2013).
◦ Legitimizing Human Rights (Ashgate, 2013).



Creates a discourse so that Christians can
serve as salt and light in the secular academy
◦ Minds do open.
◦ Some are moved to reconsider their beliefs
◦ We run the same risk!
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IV. A Place to Stand.


We can maintain critical distance from any and
every theory from the world



We have an eternal perspective and hope:
◦ And he is before all things, and in him all things
hold together. (Col 1: 17)



The world’s theories are the penultimate works
of the finite, fallen mind of man.
◦ They may be useful to serve our neighbor.
◦ They are not ultimate, eternal truth.
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Christian Critical Thinking.


More skeptical than the world’s skepticism.
◦ It was Huxley and Herbert Spencer and Bradlaugh
who brought me back to orthodox theology. They
sowed in my mind my first wild doubts of doubt… .
G. K. Chesterton, “Orthodoxy,” in The Collected Works of G. K. Chesterton,
vol. I, ed. David Dooley (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1986), 288.



More confident than the world’s confidence.
◦ I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have
believed, and I am convinced that he is able to
guard until that Day what has been entrusted to
me (2 Tim. 1: 12)
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Fights Cognitive Idolatry.


When the world absolutizes the relative,
Christian academics can expose the overreach.



E.g. Secular humanism attempts to elevate
human welfare and human reason to absolutes.
◦ It fails to show why there is anything special
about human beings (no image of God).
◦ It undermines trust in our own reason.
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Shows how God is required to understand
all reality, including ourselves.


After studying his environment man has begun
to study himself. Up to that point, he had
assumed his own reason and through it seen
all other things. Now, his reason has become
the object: it is as if we took out our eyes to
look at them. Thus studied, his own reason
appears to him as the epiphenomenon which
accompanies chemical or electrical events in a
cortex which is itself the by-product of a blind
evolutionary process. His own logic, hitherto
the king whom events in all possible worlds
must obey, becomes merely subjective. There
is no reason for supposing that it yields truth.

--C. S. Lewis, “The Poison of Subjectivism,” in ed. Walter Hooper,
Christian Reflections (London: Fount, 1991), 98.
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Exposes cognitive dissonance.


“If all ideas are memes or the effects of memes,
Dawkins is left in the decidedly uncomfortable
position of having to accept that his own ideas
must be recognized as the effects of memes.
Scientific ideas would then become yet another
example of memes replicating within the human mind.”
--Alister McGrath, Dawkins’s God: Genes, Memes, and the Meaning of Life
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 124.
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Exposes intellectual imperialism.


“Anyone familiar with intellectual history will
spot the pattern immediately. Everyone’s
dogma is wrong except mine. My ideas are
exempt from the general patterns I identify for
other ideas, which allows me to explain them
away, leaving my own to dominate the field.”
---Alister McGrath, Dawkins’s God: Genes, Memes, and the Meaning
of Life (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 124.
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V.

Some examples of fruitful dialogue.



A. The Rise of Modern Science.



B. Is religion a delusion?



C. Human Rights.



D. The Rise of Christian Philosophy.
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A. The Rise of Modern Science.


Depended on theological presuppositions:
◦ One rational Lawgiver (universal, mathematical
laws);
◦ Humans made in the image of God to be stewards
of the world (science is within our “pay grade”);
◦ Divine voluntarism: look and see what God did,
exegesis not eisegesis;
◦ Science is a means of loving and serving our
neighbor (vocations are bound by God’s Law);
◦ Confidence and humility: we can know enough to
serve, but God’s thoughts and ways are above ours
(Isaiah 55: 9).
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B. Is Religion a Delusion?


Are religious experiences simply the result of:
◦ A “god spot” on the brain?
◦ temporal lobe epilepsy (TLE)?



Does giving an account of the neurological
events involved in religious experience have
anything to do with religious truth?
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No “God Spot” in the Brain explains Religious
Spiritual and/or Mystical Experiences (RSMEs).


“[M]any brain regions, not just the temporal
lobes, are involved in mystical experiences….
Our findings demonstrate that there is no single
‘God spot’ in the brain located in the temporal
lobes. Rather our objective and subjective data
suggest that RSMEs are complex and
multidimensional and mediated by a number of
brain regions normally implicated in perception,
cognition, emotion, body representation, and
self-consciousness.”
--Beauregard and O’Leary, The Spiritual Brain: A Neuroscientist’s Case for the
Existence of the Soul (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 272.
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A Red Herring.


“To show that there are natural processes that
produce religious belief does nothing, so far, to
discredit it; perhaps God designed us in such a
way that it is by virtue of those processes that
we come to have knowledge of him.”
---Alvin Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief, 145.



Even John Cleese noted the absurdity of “God
Gene” explanations:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-M-vnmejwXo
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Applying a universal acid selectively?


“what about the cerebral physiologist’s own
thought at that moment? A second physiologist,
looking at it, could pronounce it only tiny
physical movements in the first physiologist’s
skull. Where is the rot to end?”



C. S. Lewis, “Meditation in a Toolshed,” 215.
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Failure to Engage the Issue.


“you must first show that a man is wrong before
you start explaining why he is wrong.
The modern method is to assume
without discussion that he is wrong and
then distract his attention from this (the
only real issue) by busily explaining how
he became so silly”
-- C. S. Lewis, “Bulverism” in God in the Dock, 273.
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C. Human Rights.


Many secularists are passionate about defending
human rights. Can they justify that passion?
◦ If naturalism is true, human rights are “species-ist.”
◦ Natural advantages (like intelligence and strength)
are not uniformly distributed and they are degreed
properties.
◦ “objective intrinsically prescriptive
features…constitute so odd a cluster of qualities
and relations that they are most unlikely to have
arisen in the ordinary course of events, without an
all-powerful god to create them”
--J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1983), 115.
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D.

The Rise of Christian Philosophy.



The de-secularization of philosophy:



“God is not ‘dead’ in academia; he returned to
life in the late 1960s and is now alive and well in
his last academic stronghold, philosophy
departments.”



Quentin Smith, “The Metaphilosophy of Naturalism,”
Philo Vol. 4: 2 (2001).
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Academic engagement


The Evangelical Philosophical Society
http://www.epsociety.org/
Journal: Philosophia Christi



The Society of Christian Philosophers
http://www.societyofchristianphilosophers.com/
Journal: Faith and Philosophy
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VI. A Place of Refuge.


The body of Christ grants believing academics a
sure hope and a strong community.



When we need reassurance, we have the “mutual
conversation and consolation of brethren”
(Smalcald Articles Part III, Article IV, “Of the Gospel”)

◦ For where two or three are gathered in my name, there
am I among them. (Mt. 18: 20)
◦ Do we neglect this resource?



We may sometimes be ridiculed and excluded;
but we stand on Christ.
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VII. Conclusion.
Develop our Christian worldview and our
understanding of our discipline simultaneously
 Engage the world respectfully and critically


◦ Neither blank rejection nor full embrace


Develop Christian critical thinking
◦ Fight cognitive idolatry
◦ Expose cognitive dissonance and intellectual
imperialism



Seek the conversation and consolation of the
brethren.
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