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The importance of cultural awareness


In the book of Acts, we see that when persecution arose in Jerusalem, all the Christians were scattered except the apostles.  Those who were scattered abroad went everywhere preaching the Gospel.  That was the way the Christian church multiplied.    It was not by an ordained clergy, by the apostles, or even by the deacons.  It was the rank and file of Christians who took the Gospel wherever they went in the ancient world.


We all have a mission field, if only our own neighborhood or office building.  Every corner of the world is a mission field.  Before a missionary can go to a foreign field, that person must study the country in depth.  He must learn the language and the customs and gain some insight into how the people think.


Let us assume that we are missionaries to the United States.  What is needed for our preparation?  It is not enough simply to know the content of the Gospel.  It is also important that we understand the society in which we are seeking to preach and witness the Gospel.  


The following ideas and values describe American culture as it now exists and how these ideas and values affect Christians.


The secularization of American society is a post-Christian phenomenon.  Also, we do not live in a culture that is uniform, where only a single definable world view or value system is operating.  The result has been that many different beliefs and philosophies compete for acceptance within our society.

The examined life


It was Socrates who said that the unexamined life is not worth living.  To examine one’s life is to think about it.  It is to evaluate.  To evaluate requires examining values and value systems.  We all have values.  We all have some viewpoint about what life is all about.  We all have some perspective on the world we live in.  We are not all philosophers but we all have a philosophy.  Perhaps we haven’t thought much about that philosophy but we live it out.  How we live reveals our deepest convictions about life.

1.
Securalism:  ignoring the eternal


For secularism, all life, every human value, every human activity must be understood in light of this present time.
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The secularist either flatly denies or remains utterly skeptical about the eternal.  He either says there is no eternal or if there is we can know nothing of it.  What matters is NOW and only NOW.  All access to the above and the beyond is blocked.  There is no exit from the confines of this present world.  The secular is all that we have.  We must make our decisions, live our lives, make our plans, all within the closed arena of this time – the here and now.


It also means that history has no transcendent goal.  There is no eternal purpose.  The meaning of our lives is summed up by the ciphers on our tombstone:  “Born in 1925, died 1985.”  We live between two points on a calendar.  We have a beginning and an ending, with no ultimate significance.


Our orientation then is focused solely on the present.  Life is to be consumed in the present.  Our philosophy must be a philosophy of the immediate.


One of the rebukes of Jesus is that men often are only thinking of the short-term.  They are thinking of the now and only the now (food, clothing, marriage and given into marriage, planting, etc.).  Jesus calls Christians to live their lives in the light of eternity.  A Christian’s values are to be measured by transcendent norms of eternal significance.  Our values are to be measured by the reality that what we do now has eternal significance.

2.
Pessimistic Existentialism


Man is a useless passion.  These words penned by French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre provide the model of modern existentialism.  In this statement are found the most basic elements of a modern theory of man for it views man not so much in terms of his mind or his soul, but of his will, his feelings.


Man cares about life.  He cries, he sings, he yearns, he curses.  Human life cannot be reduced to elementary structures of biology.  Man cannot be understood simply by his intellectual activity.  It is his PASSION that makes him a man.


In former days when we wanted to know a person’s views on a particular topic, we would pose the question:


What do you THINK about that?


Now the question is:


What do you FEEL about that?  How do you FEEL about that?


The accent has changed from thinking to feeling.  Feelings have become the new standard of human “truth.”  Our moral creed is “if it feels good, it is good.”  “It can’t be wrong when it feels so right.”


Our dilemma is this:  we are caring persons living in a world that doesn’t care.  We cannot look above the universe or outside the universe to find someone who cares.  There is nobody out there; there is nobody home in heaven.

For Nietzsche the true existential man, the authentic man, creates his own morality.  He refuses to follow the herd.  He is his own master.  He is the heroic sort who sails his ship into uncharted waters and builds his house on the slopes of Mount Vesuvius.  He is defiant toward conventions.  He dares the lava to flow down on his roof.

The Nietzschean hero is like a character in a Hemingway novel.  He is the old man who challenges the sea, the soldier who ignores the tolling bell, the matador who grabs the bull by the horns, the man not intimidated by the slopes of Kilimanjaro.

We encounter the influence of existentialism virtually every day of our lives and in virtually every sphere of our culture.  Man is an absurd and pathetic creature who lives in a meaningless, unintelligible universe.  The ultimate meaninglessness of life was communicated the Jane Fonda feature They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?

Another theme that appears frequently in existentialism is captured by the German word Angst (anxiety).  The Angst about which the philosopher speaks is an undefined, faceless type of anxiety which hangs over us and eats away at us.  The reason man experiences anxiety and dread is that man lives in his finite boundaries as a result of the experience of “throwness.”  Modern man experiences being thrown into existence --we either sink or swim.


A final theme found in existentialism is that of FREEDOM in an absolute sense.  The existential person must carve out his own destiny by being morally autonomous.  He must learn to be a law unto himself.  He need not submit to norms because there are no norms.  He must have the courage to do “his own thing.”  He is not only free to do his own thing; he is responsible to do his own thing.


Authentic man looks into the pit of despair, into the black void of nothingness, and sees that life is hopeless and meaningless.  Yet he chooses not to succumb to it or surrender to it but exercises his own absolute freedom.

3.
Sentimental Humanism


We usually trace the beginning of humanism to ancient Greece, to the pre-Socratic philosopher Protagoras – homo mensura – man, the measure.  The idea is that man is the measure of all things.  Man, in himself, is the ultimate norm by which values are to be determined.  He is the ultimate being and the ultimate authority; all reality and life center upon man.


The central tenets of modern humanism can be found in three brief documents:  A Humanist Manifesto (1933), Humanist Manifesto II (1973), and The Secular Humanist Declaration (1980).  All three documents affirm key aspects of humanism:


-the natural world is the only one we can know; the here-and-now is all there is


-insight, intuition, and divine revelation must be tested by reason; truth is best



discovered rationally


-mankind is the only source of morals and value, and the highest human



achievement is to improve the human condition


-the future will be better if people proceed ethically and rationally


-democracy in all aspects of life is to be strived for, as a means of embracing



personal freedom 


The principal vehicle for the dissemination of humanist philosophy is the public school system.  This is the clear strategy of the humanist.  He insists that the only way we can progress is by educating people.  If humanistic philosophy is going to shape the values of modern man it must capture the institutions of education.


Christians, after decades, are beginning to wake up and see that our children are being taught one set of values in the home and in the church, while they get another philosophical system through public education.

4.
Pragmatism:  Made in the USA


While most of the philosophical movements that affect our society have been transported from Europe, pragmatism is home grown.

If pragmatism had a motto, it would be:  “where there is a will, there is a way”


Pragmatism is the dominant influence shaping the American style of life.  He devotes himself to tackling specific problems.  He is interested in what will work to get something done.  He has little concern with metaphysical considerations and thinking about ultimate questions.  The spirit of pragmatism is the spirit of problem solving.


Pragmatism holds that “we can’t know ultimate truth; we can’t know ultimate values.  We can’t go to the other side of the wall so we are stuck by living here on this side.  So, how do we know what is right?  The answer is by experimentation.


Truth, classically, corresponds to objectivity, to what is real.  However, in pragmatism, truth is now determined by what works for me or for you.  The problem arises when it works for me but it doesn’t work for you.  Which is true?  Well, they are both true, says the pragmatist.  For example,


“Do you believe in God?”


“Yes.”


“Are you glad that you believe that?”


“Yes.”


“Does it make a difference in your life?”


“Yes, it makes a difference in my life.  It helps me through all kinds of things.”


“Well, I don’t feel the need for God.  For YOU God is true.  For ME, there is no

 
God.  I don’t need God.


If truth is determined by what works for an individual, then the test for truth ultimately becomes the individual himself.


Utilitarianism is concerned with utility, with what is useful.  Here the accent is not  on the individual but on the group.  The slogan of utilitarianism is “the greatest good for the greatest number.”

5.
Postivisim:  seeing is believing


If we took a poll at midday on a busy street corner and asked the question:  What is positivism? the majority of people would respond that it means “having a positive mental attitude.”


Auguste Comte is the person usually associated with the founding of positivism as a philosophy.  He sought to discover “laws” that governed the development of society – the movement from religion to philosophy to science.  


Comte said that man is going through stages in his own societal progress.  He goes through infancy, then through adolescence and then he reaches his adult phase of maturity.  His panoramic view of Western history is that mankind has gone through three stages of development:


-an infantile stage where people sought a theological or religious answer to



the meaning of life as man superstitiously attributed the unifying force



of his world to the person of God

-as man began to grow up, he passed into adolescence, the metaphysical stage,


as he understood things by an abstract system of reason

-in order to reach adulthood, however, man must recognize that the world is


properly understood not by religion or philosophy, but by science


-science considers simply the particulars of this world


-there is only one absolute principle – there are no universals

Logical positivism


-logical positivism emerged as a philosophical force in the 1930s and 1940s



by a group of thinkers called the “Vienna Circle” who were



mathematicians, scientists and philosophers


-they sought to eliminate the influence of metaphysics and theology on culture



thereby freeing science from any dependence on philosophical systems



and allow science to reign supreme


-they tried to establish how we decide whether something is meaningful or not



and they developed scientific methods to do this



-no statement is meaningful unless can be verified empirically




-empirical verification means verification by the senses




-to verify something empirically we must be able to see it, hear





it, taste it, touch it, and smell it



-to verify something means to show that it is true




-if someone claims something to be true and that claim can be





examined and determined to be true, we say the statement





can be verified (shown to be true) or falsified (shown to be





false)

6.
Pluralism and Relativism


-pluralism believes that we have diversity here in this world and that we have no



access to ultimate reality



-there is no way to bring the diverse things of our experience into a 




coherent whole



-we have particulars but no universals; relatives but no absolutes


-evolutionary development of religion – a gradual development from a primitive

belief in many gods to a higher view of monotheism:  animism, polytheism, monotheism

-animism is the notion that apparently inert objects are inhabited by


spirits – the role of religion is to make peace with the spirits and


to ward off evil power

-polytheism is the view that gods have separate identities and are no


longer spirits inside physical objects; often each nation had its


own set of gods and each god had his or her particular function

Function
Rome

Greece


War

Mars

Ares


Love

Venus

Aphrodite


Wisdom
Minerva
Athena


Queen

Juno

Hera


Purity

Vesta

Hestia


King

Jupiter

Zeus


Sea

Neptune
Poseidon


Messenger
Mercury
Hermes

-monotheism reduces religion to one God who is supreme; he is the high


god and he rules over all nations; this view is the last and final


stage of religious evolution

-pluralism not only says that all views are equally tolerable but that all


views are equally valid


-we have truths but truth is impossible

7.
Hedonism:  grabbing for all the gusto!


As a worldview, hedonism has as its basic principle the belief that the good and the evil are defined in terms of pleasure and pain.  Man’s ultimate purpose for living is to be found in enjoying pleasure and avoiding pain.  The hedonist’s constant goal in life is to pursue those things which increase pleasure and decrease pain.


Dionysius was honored as the one who would give us the ability to break free from the chains that inhibit us.  These chains were to be found in our normal states of consciousness and awareness.  It was in the state of drunkenness a person became free of the normal inhibitions of waking life and experience “euphoria.”  Coupled with drunkenness was temple prostitution where the prostitutes were able to help a person break down his inhibitions so that he could make contact with the gods and experience a feeling of ecstasy.


The Stoics sought a lifestyle where you don’t let anything bother you by maintaining an emotional state of equilibrium.  This philosophy was based on a very deterministic understanding of the world.  According to the Stoics, we cannot change things; thus, “whatever will be, will be.”  The only thing that a person has control over is how they inwardly react to circumstance.


If my life is bound by the poles of birth and death, if my life has no eternal significance, then why not grab whatever pleasure I can squeeze out of my brief time on earth?  Temporary euphoria seems better than none at all.  Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die!

8.
Marxism – embrace the revolution of the oppressed working class


-the history of all existing society is the history of class struggles



-bourgeois are the modern capitalists who are owners of the means




of social production and employers of wage labor



-proletariat are the modern wage laborers who have no means of production




of their own and are thereby reduce to selling their labor power in




order to live


-the oppressor and oppressed have carried on a fight with the only real change



being the new classes, new conditions of oppression and new forms of



struggle


-the bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments



of production, thereby the relations of production, and with them the



whole relations of society


-the bourgeoisie compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois



mode of production and to become bourgeois themselves


-owing to the extensive use of machinery, all charm for the worker is lost and



he becomes an appendage of the machine



-modern industry has converted the little workshop of the patriarchal master




into the great factory of the industrial capitalist



-they are slaves of the bourgeois class and are daily  and hourly enslaved




by the machine


-but with the development of industry the proletariat not only increases in number;



it becomes concentrated in greater masses and is strength grows



-workers begin to form combinations against the bourgeoisie and club




together in order to keep up the rate of wages



-over time, these local struggles centralized into one national struggle




between the bourgeoisie and proletariat


-in times when the class struggle nears the decisive hour, a small section of the



ruling class cuts itself adrift and joins the revolutionary class, the class



that holds the future in its hands



-a portion of the bourgeoisie goes over to the proletariat


-the proletariat movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of the 



immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority


-every form of society has been based on the antagonism of oppressing and 



oppressed classes


-the immediate aim of the Communists is…



-the formation of the proletariat into a class



-the overthrow of the bourgeois supremacy



-the conquest of political power by the proletariat



-in the national struggles of the proletarians of the different countries,




they point out and bring to the front the common interests of the




entire proletariat



-they always and everywhere represent the interests of the movement as a




whole


-national differences and antagonisms between peoples are daily vanishing,



owing to the development of the bourgeoisie, to freedom of commerce,



to the world market, to uniformity in the mode of production, and in the



conditions of life corresponding thereto


-the history of all past society has consisted in the development of class



antagonisms, antagonisms that assumed different forms at different epochs



-but whatever form they may have taken, one fact is common to all past 

ages:  the exploitation of one part of society by another 


-the first step in the revolution by the working class



-to raise the proletariat to the position of ruling



-then the proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degrees,




all capital from the bourgeoisie, to centralize all instruments of




production in the hands of the state and to increase the total




productive forces as rapidly as possible


-the revolutionary plan involves…



-abolition of property in land and application of all rents of land to public




purposes



-a heavy progressive or graduated income tax



-abolition of all right of inheritance



-confiscation of the property of all emigrants and rebels



-centralization of credit in the hands of the state by means of a national bank




with state capital and an exclusive monopoly



-contradiction of the means of communication and transport in the hands




of the state



-extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the state



-equal liability to all labor



-combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries and gradual




abolition of the distinction



-free education for all children in public schools


-when, in the course of development, class distinctions have disappeared, and



all production has been concentrated in the hands of a vast association



of the whole nation, the public power will lose its political character



-political power is merely the organized power of the one class for




oppressing another
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