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Editorial: Honoring the 
65th Anniversary of L’Abri

Stephen J. Wellum

Stephen J. Wellum is Professor of Christian Theology at The Southern Baptist Theo-

logical Seminary and editor of Southern Baptist Journal of Theology. He received his PhD 

from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, and he is the author of numerous essays and 

articles and the  co-author with Peter Gentry of Kingdom through Covenant, 2nd edition 

(Crossway, 2012, 2018) and God’s Kingdom through God’s Covenants: A Concise Biblical 

Theology (Crossway, 2015); the co-editor of Progressive Covenantalism (B&H, 2016); 

the author of God the Son Incarnate: The Doctrine of the Person of Christ (Crossway, 

2016) and Christ Alone—The Uniqueness of Jesus as Savior (Zondervan, 2017); and 

the co-author of Christ from Beginning to End: How the Full Story of Scripture Reveals 

the Full Glory of Christ (Zondervan, 2018); and the author of The Person of Christ: An 

Introduction (Crossway, 2021).

My family and I had the privilege of visiting L’Abri in Switzerland in July, 2019. 
Although I personally never met Francis and Edith Schaeffer, the impact 

of their work through their lectures, books, and films has been enormous in 
my life.1 As a young Christian seeking to share the gospel with my friends in 
high school, I was challenged to explain why I believed the Bible, and Francis 
Schaeffer was of immense help to me. Introduced to him by my mother, I 
read his famous trilogy—The God Who is There, Escape from Reason, and He is 
There and He is not Silent—which was so helpful in articulating the truths of 
the Bible and the glory of the gospel. In fact, the Lord greatly used Schaeffer’s 
works to call me into the Christian ministry and specifically, into theological 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.2 (2020)

4

education. Francis Schaeffer’s charge for Christians to know what they believe 
and why, to give honest answers to honest questions, and to give our lives 
as “radicals for Christ,” challenged me to serve the Lord and his church.

So given the influence of Francis Schaeffer in my life, one can only imagine 
how excited I was finally to visit L’Abri. Yet, as I walked around L’Abri, what 
struck me was its size, or better, lack of it. In contrast to large institutions or 
churches in America, L’Abri was minuscule in comparison. It is located off 
the beaten path, and if you are not careful, you will drive by it! But as I walked 
among the chalets, I was struck at how God graciously and powerfully used 
this “little” place and the Schaeffers’ lives to influence so many. In fact, as I 
walked around L’Abri, the memorable sermon of Schaeffer came to mind: 
“No Little People, No Little Places:” 

Though we are limited and weak in talent, physical energy, and psychological 

strength, we are not less than a stick of wood. But as the rod of Moses had to 

become the rod of God, so that which is me must become the me of God. Then 

I can become useful in God’s hands. The Scripture emphasizes that much can 

come from little if the little is truly consecrated to God. There are no little people 

and no big people in the true spiritual sense, but only consecrated and uncon-

secrated people. The problem for each of us is applying the truth to ourselves ... 

Those who think of themselves as little people in little places, if committed to 

Christ and living under His Lordship in the whole of life, may, by God’s grace, 

change the flow of our generation. And as we get on a bit in our lives, knowing 

how weak we are, if we look back and see we have been somewhat used of God, 

then we should be the rod “surprised by joy.”2

What Schaeffer preached in this sermon was true of his own life: God 
mightily used him in a far off place to influence and transform the church. 
In thinking about Schaeffer’s influence, it is not an overstatement to say that 
there is no single person in the latter half of the 20th century that has impacted 
evangelicalism more than him. After L’Abri started in 1955, for the next three 
decades, its ministry expanded into a multiple-thrust work that reshaped evan-
gelicalism. Michael Hamilton rightly asserts that “[p]erhaps no intellectual save 
C. S. Lewis affected the thinking of evangelicals more profoundly; perhaps no 
leader of the period save Billy Graham left a deeper stamp on the movement 
as a whole. Together the Schaeffers gave currency to the idea of intentional 
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Christian community, prodded evangelicals out of their cultural ghetto, inspired 
an army of evangelicals to become serious scholars, encouraged women who 
chose roles as mothers and homemakers, mentored the leaders of the New 
Christian Right, and solidified popular evangelical opposition to abortion.”3 
Or, in the words of Harold O. J. Brown, “There is no other important Christian 
thinker of our era who has tackled as many fundamental intellectual, philo-
sophical, and theological issues as Schaeffer did … Even when dealing with 
the big issues that were his specialty, Schaeffer treated them not as theoretical 
problems to be fitted into a comprehensive world view, but as questions that 
individual persons needed to answer in order to find meaning in their lives.”4

What is also important to remember about Schaeffer’s influence was that 
much of it, especially early on, was done outside of the evangelical educa-
tional institutions and publishing houses, hence outside of the evangelical 
establishment. Instead, Schaeffer’s influence was made indirectly, through 
his own personal contact with people. For Schaeffer, personal evangelism 
and discipleship were no cliché as L’Abri touched the lives of countless 
people—many of whom would later become future evangelical leaders. 
This is a powerful lesson for us to learn today. God can use “little people and 
places” to do extraordinary work for him, if our lives are consecrated unto 
him. We do not need big budgets, and institutions to do gospel work. What 
we need are people wholly devoted to the Lord, who take him at his Word, 
and above all proclaim the unsearchable riches of Christ.

In addition, in thinking about the legacy of Schaeffer and L’Abri, at least 
three other important truths come to mind which are important for the 
evangelical church to recapture.  

First, Schaeffer taught us that the truth of the gospel and the triune God 
of the gospel must be central in our lives. As numerous articles in this issue 
of SBJT stress, Schaeffer was best known for his calling the church to live 
under the Lordship of Christ and to obey the truth of Scripture in every area 
of life. Schaeffer knew that the age in which he lived was characterized by a 
massive loss in objective truth, hence his call for the church to emphasize 
“truth truth.” That is why he championed—to his death-bed—the need to 
affirm without equivocation the full authority and inerrancy of Scripture as 
well as such crucial issues as: the historicity of Genesis 1-11, the doctrine of 
creation, the centrality of the doctrine of God, and the exclusivity of Jesus 
Christ as the way, the truth, and the life.5



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.2 (2020)

6

Also, Schaeffer’s call to live under Christ’s Lordship was not merely the-
oretical but practical. This is how we should understand his call for the 
evangelical church in the 1970s to stand for the sanctity of life against the 
Roe v. Wade decision. In the 1970s, evangelicals were doing little on the social 
front and it was Schaeffer almost single-handedly who challenged millions 
of evangelicals to take an active role in shaping their society and its values.6 
Yet, it is crucial to note that Schaeffer’s call for the church to live out the truth 
was first centered in the truth of the gospel. In this way, Schaeffer rightly 
knew that evangelism and practical action were done together, but always 
evangelism had the priority for the mission of the church.

Second, because truth matters, Schaeffer also realized and taught that 
“ideas have consequences”—indeed life and death consequences.7 Although 
people quibble over some of Schaeffer’s analysis of intellectual history, he 
was exactly right that western society has witnessed a “line of despair”—a 
slow process by which ideas trickle down from philosophy to art, music, the 
general culture and, finally, theology. The cultural mess and battles we face 
did not come from nowhere, rather they have a long history. And as Schaeffer 
reminded us repeatedly, there is a flow to history as ideas work themselves 
out—both for good or ill.

Building on this point, Schaeffer rightly stressed that to understand our 
present time, we must grasp the flow of intellectual history that has preceded 
us, and the effects it has had and will have on us, since people eventually act 
on their beliefs. In fact, Schaeffer warned us, if we do not think through this 
intellectual history, we will not only misunderstand our own times, but we 
will also have nothing constructive to say to our present age. We will inevi-
tably be like the proverbial frog in the pan of water that is sadly oblivious to 
the fact that the water is being slowly heated and that if he does not jump 
out of the pan immediately then certain destruction will result.

For Christian leaders, pastors, and teachers, this lesson is of utmost impor-
tance. If we are to remain faithful to our Lord and to his people; if we are to 
have something worthwhile to say to our generation; if we are to be those 
who truly understand their times and speak to the pressing issues of the day, 
then it will require a profound understanding of the day we are called to serve 
and minister in, as well as a wholehearted devotion to the Lord and his Word.

As Schaeffer analyzed the challenge of our present day, he argued that the 
biggest battle the church faced was a change in the concept of truth—which 
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we have now witnessed with the rise of “postmodernism.” As Schaeffer pre-
sciently wrote: “The tragedy of our situation today is that men and women 
are being fundamentally affected by the new way of looking at truth, and yet 
they have never even analyzed the drift which has taken place … this change 
in the concept of the way we come to knowledge and truth is the most crucial 
problem, as I understand it, facing Christianity today.8

As Schaeffer warned the church in the late 1970s and early 1980s of what 
was coming down the road due to a change in the concept of truth—what we 
know as “postmodern relativism” and a “constructivist” view of truth funneled 
through the lens of “critical race theory”—what we see today is exactly what he 
said would happen. Since, sadly, people act on their “ideas,” false ideas always 
lead to disaster, specifically the devaluation of human life, and the destruction 
of the family and human sexuality. Just last June, I watched an episode from 
“How Should We Then Live?” on YouTube that outlined where Schaeffer was 
predicting our society would go, and it was like watching the evening news.9 
Ideas truly do have consequences, and this is a lesson the church must again 
re-learn, otherwise, as Schaeffer warned, the church will embrace the mindset 
of the culture and lose its prophetic voice and its commitment to the truth of 
God’s Word. Unfortunately, this is what we are witnessing in many segments of 
the larger evangelical world. To remain faithful to the Lord today; to proclaim 
the gospel in such a way that effectively communicates to people; to prepare 
Christians to understand their world and live in it in such a way that they are 
not molded by it; we need to learn from Schaeffer at this point.

Third, Schaeffer not only taught us that “ideas have consequences,” he 
also reminded us that the crucial “ideas” at issue are ultimately worldview 
debates. This is not a new observation, but it is often forgotten. Given the 
tremendous shifts that have taken place in society, it is important to realize 
that we are engaged in a battle not over merely this or that point, but over 
entire competing worldviews.

Schaeffer was deeply concerned that Christians were not thinking in terms 
of the “big picture.” Instead, he argued that we tend to think in “pieces” but 
not in terms of the “whole.” Thus, we fail to “see” the consequences of false 
ideas. Schaeffer stated it this way:

Today we have a weakness in our educational process in failing to understand the 

natural associations between the disciplines. We tend to study all our disciplines 
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in unrelated parallel lines. This tends to be true in both Christian and secular 

education. This is one of the reasons why evangelical Christians have been 

taken by surprise at the tremendous shift that has come in our generation. We 

have studied our exegesis as exegesis, our theology as theology, our philosophy 

as philosophy; we study something about art as art; we study music as music, 

without understanding that these are things of man, and the things of man are 

never unrelated parallel lines.10

This is a very important point. The fight today is rarely over this or that 
point but over entire worldviews. This is why in our teaching and preaching 
we must work harder on showing people how the pieces of Scripture “hang 
together” as a coherent whole, and how those pieces lead to worldview 
formation. But even more: in our evangelism, in speaking to a culture that 
increasingly operates with false worldviews and knows little of the Bible, we 
must learn anew to communicate the gospel within its own worldview struc-
ture. Schaeffer did this effectively and trained a whole generation of Christian 
leaders. We must do this again, if we are to learn from Schaeffer’s example.

Fourth, Schaeffer also modelled what it means to be a godly leader and 
God-centered man, something today’s church leadership must recapture. He 
was a godly man not only in his thinking but also his life. Whether you read 
Schaeffer’s works, listen to his lectures, or watch his films, a deep devotion 
for the Lord is clearly evident. He not only talks about gospel truth; he also 
knows the Lord deeply. Even the start of L’Abri was born in a spiritual crisis 
to know God in a deeper way. Schaeffer recounts in True Spirituality how he 
himself faced a spiritual crisis in 1951-52, and out of that crisis the birth of 
L’Abri took place. He discovered during this time what it meant to rely upon 
the finished work of Christ in our present lives and in moment-to-moment 
dependence upon the Spirit of God in prayer. And this was not mere rhetoric 
for him. L’Abri was grounded in prayer; a visible testimony to the existence, 
power, and grace of God.

In Francis Schaeffer and the ministry of L’Abri, we have a challenge today 
for the church to recapture the truth of God’s Word and to live it in our daily 
lives. Although he was only a sinner saved by God’s sovereign grace, the 
Lord mightily used Schaeffer to proclaim Christ to countless people. In his 
life, he sought to exhibit simultaneously the holiness and the love of God, 
as a man of courage and compassion, both in his thought and life. For large 



Editorial: Honoring the 65th Anniversary of L’Abri

9

numbers who came to L’Abri, Francis and Edith Schaeffer spent countless 
hours giving honest questions to honest questions. Unlike many in our 
churches, they were not too busy to give of their lives for others, which is a 
lesson Christian leaders, pastors, and teachers must re-learn. They opened 
up their home as they sought to reach people for Christ and they gave their 
lives in service of the Lord and his church.

On this 65th anniversary of the ministry of L’Abri, the life, thought, and 
ministry of Francis and Edith Schaeffer has much to teach today’s church. 
May this issue of SBJT that seeks to honor the ministry of L’Abri and the 
ministry of the Schaeffers challenge us anew to live under Christ’s Lordship 
as “radicals for Christ.” May we learn from the Schaeffers’s example to bring 
all of our thought captive to Christ and to stand against the “spirit of the age” 
as we proclaim, teach, and live out the truth of the gospel and the truth of 
God’s Word before a watching world.

1 I have described the life and legacy of Francis Schaeffer in more detail in “Francis A. Shaeffer (1912-1984): 
Lessons from his Life and Thought” SBJT 6:2 (2002): 4-32 at https://equip.sbts.edu/publications/journals/
journal-of-theology/sbjt-62-summer-2002/francis-a-schaeffer-1912-1984-lessons-from-his-thought-and-life/.

2 “No Little People, No Little Places” in No Little People, in Francis A. Schaeffer, The Complete Works of Francis 
A. Schaeffer (5 vols., 2nd ed.; Wheaton: Crossway, 1985), 3:8, 14.

3 Michael S. Hamilton, “The Dissatisfaction of Francis Schaeffer” Christianity Today, March 3, 1997, 22.
4 Harold O. J. Brown, “Standing Against the World” in Francis Schaeffer: Portraits of the Man and His Work, ed. 

Lane T. Dennis (Westchester: Crossway Books, 1986), 15-16.
5 Schaeffer’s last work, The Great Evangelical Disaster (Westchester: Crossway Books, 1984) was published just 

months before he died of cancer. In this work he sought to warn and plead with the evangelical community 
not to compromise biblical authority and the exclusivity of the gospel. He even named various names of 
those whom he believed had compromised at these points, while at the same time calling for a new gener-
ation of Christians to take a stand as “radicals for truth.” The Great Evangelical Disaster was re-published in 
The Complete Works of Francis Schaeffer, 4: 301-411. Nearly 40 years later, the evangelical church still needs to 
hear Schaeffers warning not to embrace the thought of the culture as the church is now flirting with false 
worldviews that must be rejected and replaced by faithful biblical thought rooted in historic Christianity. 
For example, the influence of LGBT on certain quarters of evangelicalism, along with the embrace of 
some aspects of “critical race theory” would be issues Schaeffer would warn the evangelical church not to 
embrace.

6 On this subject especially see How Should We Then Live?; Whatever Happened to the Human Race?; and A Christian 
Manifesto in The Complete Works, vol. 5.

7 This theme runs throughout Schaeffer’s books, but especially see The God Who is There; Escape From Reason; 
He is There and He is not Silent; How Should We Then Live?; and Whatever Happened to the Human Race? in The 
Complete Works, vols. 1 & 5.

8 The God Who is There, 1:5-6 (emphasis his).
9 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jJ4sDk4LkAM&t=3s. 
10 Escape From Reason, 1:211.
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Contending for the Lamb
Ranald Macaulay

Ranald Macaulay was born in South Africa. He moved to the United Kingdom in 1956 

to do a law degree at Cambridge. At the end of his second year he met the Schaeffers. 

They had just recently started L’Abri Fellowship in Switzerland. He visited them at the 

end of 1959 and decided to join the work. He and Susan Schaeffer were married in April 

1961. In 1964 they started the English L’Abri in London. There Ranald completed a BD 

Hons in theology, at King’s College, London. In January 1971 they moved to Hamp-

shire to start a residential branch of L’Abri. In 1978 Ranald co-authored the book Being 

Human with Jerram Barrs (IVP Academic, 1998), on the nature of spiritual experience. 

A number of his articles have appeared in Evangelicals Now and other journals. When 

Francis Schaeffer died in 1984 the family returned to Switzerland for four years. In 

1996 they moved to Cambridge where Ranald founded Christian Heritage at the Round 

Church—the second oldest building in the city built in 1130 AD. Since 2017 he and 

Susan have been back in Hampshire near the L’Abri house. 

Contact

My earliest contact with Francis and Edith Schaeffer was in Cambridge. It was 
early June 1958. I had just finished a field hockey match and was late for an 
informal get-together with them. The academic year was almost done, exams 
were over, but vacation-plans needed to be finalized, May Balls to be danced, 
May Bumps to be rowed, farewells to be said and so on. Life was still busy.

The Schaeffers were staying at a hotel in London, guests of a young English 
woman who had recently visited them in Switzerland. It was suggested, last 
minute, that a train-ride to Cambridge would make a pleasant mid-week 
outing. They’d never been before and this would give them an opportunity 
to meet a group of newly converted undergraduates—several from South 

SBJT 24.2 (2020): 11-29
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Africa, including myself. Michael Cassidy, my closest school friend in Natal, 
was arranging things our end, understandably reluctant because everyone 
was busy and the Schaeffers complete strangers.

While I cycled back, red-faced and sweating, half-a-dozen friends, mostly 
colleagues in St. Catharine’s, were gathering at the top of ‘C’ staircase. Sus-
picions ran high. What was an American pastor doing living and working 
in a small village in the Swiss Alps? Perhaps he was connected to Moral 
Rearmament, a cult we’d been warned about. His home wasn’t far from its 
international headquarters above Montreux. Maybe!

After preliminary chit-chat Edith suddenly interjected: “Fran, aren’t you 
going to say something to these young men. We’ve come all the way from 
London.” Dr. Schaeffer hesitated a moment. Then, placing his right hand, 
open and vertical, beside his face, he said “…the supernatural is right here!”

I’ll never forget it.
What followed was a quiet survey of the rise of European skepticism around 

the middle of the 18th century and an explanation of how it had successfully, 
though fraudulently, subverted the earlier supernatural view of the universe. 
(This was material he later included in his first two books, The God Who is There 
and Escape from Reason). I barely grasped a tenth of what was said: most of the 
names like Kant and Hegel were unfamiliar; no one had introduced me to the 
Enlightenment; I’d barely heard of Existentialism. What I did grasp, however, 
came like a thunderbolt. I had attended many teas in College and this one was 
like the rest—yet everything was different. It felt like my conversion (from 
atheism) two years before. Once again, my world seemed to be turned upside 
down and I wondered what it all meant. It never occurred to me that I might 
spend the rest of my life working alongside this unusual couple—leastwise 
become part of their family! At the time L’Abri was just three years old.

The most compelling thing for me that afternoon was the assurance that 
Christianity’s truth-claims are for real. Somewhat obscurely to begin with 
for this was all so new, it dawned on me that, after all, Christianity might 
really be true! I’d never thought it wasn’t, but I didn’t have much intellectual 
back-up and had piles of unanswered questions. I’d never heard anyone say, 
unequivocally, that truth could and should be asserted like this. It was my 
introduction to a new kind of clarity about truth—and it felt good.

After that day in June 1958 I began to appreciate how intellectually solid the 
Bible actually is: certainly not a “sop for the weak-minded,” or a “leap in the 
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dark,” or “mental suicide,” which my secular friends kept saying it was. Instead, 
I saw that it makes sense of who we are as human beings—for the simple 
reason that it fits the totality of our experience. I saw, too, that it grounds itself 
in history, something no other philosophy or religion comes anywhere close.

Schaeffer’s brief introduction that afternoon outlined all this. He started 
with what he called “the Mannishness of Man” (meaning “mankind” of course) 
and “the Form of the Universe.” These, he insisted, are universal and undeniable 
because presupposed in everything we know and do. Similarly, he said, the 
Bible’s historical record affirms the down-to-earth-ness of biblical truth. It 
purports to be a true story which is open to verification—and potentially, 
also, to falsification. From Genesis to Revelation it is a million miles away 
from the esoteric mythologies of, say, Greece or Africa.

Contending

I use this anecdote as an introduction, first to highlight two crucial aspects of 
Schaeffer’s ministry, and then to lead on from there to consider how relevant 
his teaching is today?

Clearly, wherever Schaeffer went and whatever he did, whether with 
Christians or with sceptics, Truth was his burden. He hammered home the 
message that Christianity isn’t primarily about “religious experiences,” but 
about Truth—what he later, for good measure, called “True Truth.”

Secondly, he was careful to contend with gentleness and compassion. He 
was always tender and winsome. It was obvious that he was simply trying to 
let the Bible speak for itself and his openness to discussion confirmed this. 
He sympathized with our intellectual and practical difficulties and seemed to 
understand not just our spoken questions but the longings that lay behind them.

Typifying this is one of his favorite quotes: “the greatest challenge for any 
Christian at any time in history is to practice simultaneously the holiness of 
God and the love of God.”

Neither is easy, he would say, but doing both together, at the same time, 
is impossible! The former requires us to take issue with falsehood and 
unrighteousness, the latter to be aware of life’s complexities and broken-
ness, including our own. Yes, we have to stand for truth, but with the right 
attitude. Only a moment-by-moment walk with Christ can produce even a 
pale reflection of this God-like character.1
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From the moment I heard Schaeffer that day I knew this was what he was 
all about. He was “striving against” (the Latin root for “contend”) whatever 
contradicted God’s revealed truth in Scripture, but never as an ivory-tower 
academic or a detached commentator—or an intellectual bully. He longed 
for everyone to come to faith in Christ and in the early days of L’Abri, in 
his home, he would play the Hallelujah chorus when they did. This was 
life to him, not just ideas. If he contended with people, it was because he 
felt he had no alternative—for life’s sake. Gradually, a picture emerged of a 
champion standing up for the under-dog; or a street fighter who didn’t pay 
much attention to style; or a prophet like John the Baptist, who was ready 
to challenge the king and rulers even at cost. His mission, like theirs, was 
to bring God’s revealed truth to bear on the whole of life whether it was 
comfortable or not. Wherever he saw Truth being assailed, he didn’t mince 
words but went for the jugular.

The important point here is Schaeffer’s novelty.
I’d heard plenty of helpful sermons and Bible Studies before. As a new 

believer I reveled in all that. But this was different. The earlier teaching was 
biblical, certainly, but detached. I seldom felt that it was helping me to relate 
to the skepticism around.2 Both the churches and the student Christian 
Unions made it clear they didn’t think much of this other approach. At best 
it was unimportant, at worst suspect. They even implied that it smacked of 
the “vain philosophy” which Paul warns his readers about in Colossians.3 No 
surprise, then, that this particular believer, young and inexperienced, was left 
wondering. By comparison, Schaeffer was completely different. Here was 
someone who knew the extent to which the Bible has been marginalized yet 
could respond meaningfully. He could even push back—just as Jesus did. Far 
from Christianity being intellectually irrelevant, I saw that the dunce sitting 
in the corner is “scientific materialism” itself. For all its hubris it is dead in 
the water—something even its own prophets, the Existentialists, had said. 
Why? Because a materialist view of reality answers nothing.

I could sense immediately that this was a different way of treating the Bible. 
The Pauline echo was unmistakable. Perhaps Evangelicalism had forgotten 
something. Perhaps, while claiming to “reach people with the gospel,” it had 
made it harder for sceptics to believe. By contrast, Schaeffer’s appeal was 
based on evidence at once immediate and searching. Our own being, our 
own perceptions, our own aesthetic longings, our own consciences testify 
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to God’s reality and convict us at the same time. He seemed to be saying that 
far from God being distant because supernatural, he is close at hand—hence 
his graphic symbol of the raised hand.

…what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain 

to them. For ever since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his 

eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from 

what has been made, so that men are without excuse.4

The note of authority was unmistakable. This was the cut and thrust of 
public dispute. This was what Jesus did in the gospels and what Paul did in 
the book of Acts—deftly answering the Pharisees; challenging the Athe-
nian philosophers. What had troubled me before—a sense of unreality and 
irrelevance—quickly evaporated. Schaeffer’s approach was the same as the 
apostle Paul’s in his letter to the Corinthians: “by setting forth the truth plainly 
we commend ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God.”5

Confrontation

Within a few months I was seeing first-hand how the Bible challenges all 
falsehoods, including Eastern ones. I was present, for example, when Schaeffer 
met a powerful Hindu academic:

“I was talking to a group of people in the room of a young South African in Cam-

bridge … (In fact this was Tom Barlow’s room and there were just the four of us having a 

buffet lunch in his Caius College “digs” facing Jesus Green) … a young Indian, who was 

of Sikh background but a Hindu by religion … started to speak strongly against 

Christianity, but he didn’t really understand the problems of his own beliefs. So, I 

said, “Am I … correct in saying that on the basis of your system, cruelty and non-cruelty are 

ultimately equal, that there is no intrinsic difference between them?” He agreed. The people 

who listened … looked up in amazement, but the student in whose room we met, 

who had clearly understood the implications of what the Sikh had admitted, picked 

up his kettle of boiling water … and stood with it steaming over the Indian’s head. 

The man looked up and asked him what he was doing and (Tom) said with a cold 

and yet gentle finality, “There’s no difference between cruelty and non-cruelty.” 6
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Tom’s actions weren’t the least bit malicious. Whether he was right to do 
this or not, his smiling face showed beyond doubt that he was just having 
fun. The object lesson was striking: Eastern spirituality uses personal cat-
egories, but it is at base as impersonal as Western humanism. In neither 
case can anyone hope to live consistently, because life is shot through with 
person-hood. Tom was, in effect, saying just what the apostle Paul had said: 
“thinking themselves to be wise (rejecting the truth both of their experience 
and of God’s written Word) they became fools.”7

Here, once again, was Schaeffer contending for the Truth.
Michael Cassidy left Cambridge in the summer of 1958 and Tom the next 

year. It was only in the Christmas vacation of 1959-1960 that I first visited the 
Schaeffers in Switzerland. I was still studying at Cambridge doing a theological 
training. Edith was writing me occasional letters and I could tell how widely 
Schaeffer was influencing young people throughout Europe and the New World. 
Mario, for example, who had been a Marxist in El Salvador, was in the group 
that welcomed me to Huemoz. Harro, a Dutch student, had been raised in an 
atheistic home and there were dozens from similar backgrounds. I returned to 
Cambridge saying openly that I’d learned more in those four weeks than in my 
entire degree course and that I intended to interrupt my studies to work in L’Abri.

By 1964 I had been a worker four years, had married Susan, the Schaeffer’s 
second daughter, and was back in England starting a branch of the work in 
West London. The Schaeffers visited us often. Invitations were pouring in 
from across the United Kingdom (UK) and I was accompanying him to 
many of his meetings. We had numerous conversations and he started to 
copy me in on some of his private correspondence. 

Conversations

One such conversation related to his attendance at the Berlin Congress in 1966—
the forerunner of what later became the three Lausanne Congresses on World 
Evangelism in 1974, 1989 and 2010. I could tell he was unhappy about what he 
considered a new form of ecclesiastical Latitudinarianism called “co-operative 
evangelism:” the practice of joining hands with any and every church regardless of 
its theological understanding.  Humanly speaking this made sense to ensure big 
numbers. It also signaled a gracious and inclusive spirit which was useful. But it 
also meant that the platform guests were from a range of biblical and non-biblical 
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theologies, including Roman Catholics and Liberal Protestants. To Schaeffer this 
was just another “accommodation.” I remember him saying something along 
the lines of “… this is a way of making the church larger, certainly, but of sowing 
more confusion—and, anyway, Scripture discourages it!”

When he spoke at the next Billy Graham event in Lausanne in 1974 this 
became explicit:   

The hallmark of this generation, in contrast to the hallmark of the 

previous generation, is that this generation does not believe that truth 

exists in any form. All is relativistic. There is no such thing as truth as 

truth. The issue is clear. Is the Bible true-truth and infallible wherever 

it speaks, including where it speaks of history and the cosmos, or is it only 

in some sense revelational when it touches religious subjects. God 

made the whole man. And the whole man is redeemed in Jesus Christ. 

And the Lordship of Christ covers the whole of life. There is no use in 

Evangelicalism seeming to get larger and larger if at the same time an appreciable 

section of evangelicalism is getting soft at the crucial issue, namely, the Scriptures. 

There is no use having greater numbers if the whole thing is deluded. A holding to 

a view of Scripture, or not holding to it, is the watershed of the evangelical world.8

But Schaeffer had been objecting to this sort of evangelical fuzziness all 
his life. As a pupil of J. Gresham Machen he had been part of the break from 
the United Presbyterian Church, which resulted in Westminster Seminary, 
etc. Even before Berlin he challenged Carl F. H. Henry in July 1965 and 
copied me in. (Henry was then Editor of Christianity Today which later 
co-sponsored Lausanne in 1984). 

(you say) … “although in its beginnings the ecumenical movement was evangel-

ically and evangelistically motivated, its development (since) has been marked 

by a dilution of evangelical theology and a diminution of evangelistic mission 

…” This, I think, is fatally weak. As I see it there is no intrinsic change in the 

ecumenical movement. It is now an extension of what basically it has (always) 

been since the old National Council of Christian Churches in the USA. To try 

to object now while accepting what it has been is as surprising to me as the men 

who seem disturbed by Barth’s view of Scripture without realizing that this view 

… is the natural extension of his view of truth.9
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Even though Schaeffer had seen the ugliness of a harsh and unloving 
attitude amongst Christians during his “separatist” days and even though he 
had already challenged it (in his talks on True Spirituality), his commitment 
to truth was unwavering.10

Another such conversation in Ealing involved his upcoming Chicago 
debate with Bishop Pike in 1968. Once again, he was uneasy. The importance 
of the occasion was obvious. He wanted everyone in the large audience to 
see that Pike’s ideas were misguided. But that wasn’t his principal concern. 
He did want to “win” the debate, but he wanted to have a good relationship 
even more. One of Pike’s sons had taken his own life. He himself had strug-
gled with alcoholism and he was into his third marriage. He was trying to 
contact his son through seances. Schaeffer asked everyone in L’Abri to pray 
non-stop throughout the discussion.

The most emphatic point of Dr. Schaeffer’s first delivery was that in using the 

word “God” in its historical Christian context one must “begin with a truly 

personal beginning.” God is a personal being and therefore can relate to man. 

His attributes of order and immutability are the foundation for “absolutes” in 

the thinking and activity of man and enable man to arrange knowledge and 

understanding into “categories.” He said that a problem with modern theology 

was that it “uses personality words (God, etc.) to refer to impersonal concepts 

approaching pantheism ... “God” becomes a mere word.” According to Schaeffer, 

the whole problem of “no absolutes” stems from the fact that modem man starts 

with an “impersonal beginning” in reference to God.11

Schaeffer’s wish was granted. The debate was a success and Pike even 
thanked him publicly for his answers. As the meeting closed, he invited Fran-
cis and Edith to visit him in California, which they did. Then disaster struck. 
Pike was on his way to L’Abri in Switzerland. He and his much younger wife 
went via Israel. Unwisely they drove into the desert towards the Dead Sea 
where their car got stuck. She set out to find help and was saved, but when 
they returned to the car Pike had disappeared. His body was recovered four 
days later from a deep gorge.

Such anecdotes speak volumes. Schaeffer loved and trusted the Bible. 
His message was the same whether chatting to individuals or addressing 
crowds. Honor God. Revere his Word. Follow Christ and submit to Scripture 
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as he did. His Lausanne appeal says it all: “… the Bible is true not only when 
it touches religious subjects … but where it speaks of history and the cosmos. It 
(isn’t true) only in some revelational sense when it touches on religious subjects.” 
This was his passion: not the approach of an academic with flawless literary 
credentials and seamless oratory, but a streetfighter. What mattered to him 
was the trustworthiness of God’s written Word. Behind that lay the possibility 
of “True-Truth” in a post-truth society. Tamper with the Bible and all is lost.

My final anecdote involves the historicity of Genesis. I include it because 
it bears on what has just been said. But it also leads naturally towards our 
conclusion: Schaeffer’s relevance today.

It was around 1982. Schaeffer’s cancer had almost run its course. I’d heard 
of a young PhD research scientist, Arthur Jones, who in the late 1960s was 
working on an anti-Darwinian thesis in the Zoology Department of Birming-
ham University, then headed by Professor Otto Lowenstein FRS.12 I invited 
him to speak at our L’Abri home in West London. Meanwhile, members of 
the Victoria Institute (now called “Life and Thought”), all committed to 
evolution, had also taken note of this maverick young biologist. They decided 
to arrange a debate and invited Schaeffer to participate, he to represent the 
anti-evolutionary view theologically, while Arthur dealt with the science. 
The important point to grasp is that the historicity of Adam and Eve was 
foundational for him. In addition, he had always been skeptical about evo-
lution. He carefully resisted the temptation to draw the parameters of the 
discussion about Genesis too narrowly saying he wanted to “go where the 
Bible goes and stop where the Bible stops.” However, he insisted that without 
an historic Fall or without the reality of human death as the consequence of 
human sin, Christianity cannot survive. Physical death for humans, in other 
words, cannot simply be the result of natural processes. Death for human 
beings is contingent upon Adam and Eve’s rebellion.

The London debate enabled him to make this clear. 

Compromise

His understandable fear was that those with the greatest responsibility 
to uphold the Bible, the Evangelicals, would let things slide—not least in 
relation to Genesis 1–3. Hence his pointed comment at Lausanne “Is the 
Bible true-truth and infallible wherever it speaks, including where it speaks 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.2 (2020)

20

of history and the cosmos, or is it only in some sense revelational when it 
touches religious subjects.” If anything, his comment is even more relevant 
today—as we shall see.

In this connection, I remember him telling me that he and a few other 
leaders at the Lausanne Congress questioned the statement on Infallibility 
which had been crafted, among others, by John Stott. The wording, they felt, 
was too open, and they were hesitant. In the end they signed, but Schaeffer 
soon admitted to me privately that his earlier fears had already been realized. 
He mentions it in his final book, The Great Evangelical Disaster.13 The cracks 
were widening all the time. Soon a stronger statement on biblical inerrancy 
was arranged and Schaeffer was pivotal in that discussion—only it was too 
late: the proverbial horse had already bolted.

At about the same time and along the same lines, he frequently urged 
John Stott, both in person and by letter, to make sure that the substantial 
advances made in the Church of England weren’t lost. One of Edith’s letters 
to me from Berlin mentions that they’d spent time there together and this 
led, shortly afterwards, to a small gathering in London when Schaeffer 
and I met with John and three or four younger Anglican leaders.14 Church 
“comprehensiveness” was the topic. To his credit John stood firm in this 
area, though he was less clear in others. Not long afterwards he preached a 
sermon series, later published as “Christ the Controversialist,” in which he 
echoed Schaeffer’s concern that false teaching must always be challenged. 
Similarly, I witnessed his stand at NEAC in 1977.15 When others wanted to 
drop the “evangelical” label in favor of just “Anglicans,” he was resolute. They 
were first “evangelicals” and then “Anglican,” not the other way around. Their 
Reformation roots as enshrined in the Thirty-Nine Articles were their anchor.

Sadly, many who followed him were less clear. In due course their more 
conservative position was breached over the ordination of women. Inter-
estingly, they changed their minds to accommodate the social consensus. 
The Anglican penchant for compromise, going back even to Elizabeth I, 
soon became a rout.

Critics

Is any of this relevant for Evangelicals today?
Most people, I think, would be hesitant. So much has changed. For one 
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thing Schaeffer died before Post-Modernism took center stage. More seriously, 
his stress on antithesis and confrontation was a bone of contention even 
during his lifetime and the reaction to this would be stronger today: at best 
impractical, at worst offensive. As a friend put it, why focus on Truth when 
people are interested only in experience, or why contend with falsehood 
when everyone just wants to be tolerant and accepting?

This attitude to Schaeffer’s alleged rationalism is unfortunate because his 
opposition to the Enlightenment could not have been clearer. For example, 
Schaeffer argued strongly that, “the central ideas of the Enlightenment stand 
in complete antithesis to Christian truth. More than this, they are an attack 
on God himself and his character.”16 

Nevertheless, those who part company with him still feel that his com-
mitment to “True-Truth” reflects the Enlightenment more than the Bible: 
that he was wrong to talk of “propositional revelation;” that he emphasized 
the mind too much; that his view of inerrancy was too literalistic; that he 
was too dogmatic, etc. Their dislike of the Modernist tradition is intense. By 
contrast they favor the Post-Modern approach. They see it as more conge-
nial to faith, more accepting, more open, more attentive to the heart rather 
than the head. They conspicuously overlook Schaeffer’s warnings back in 
1974 when he spoke in Lausanne (to a standing ovation incidentally). His 
message was blunt: if the Enlightenment was bad the existential method-
ology is worse. In Schaeffer’s view its foundations are like shifting sand, its 
proposals like poison.

The irony here is striking. Despite Post-Modernism’s dislike of Modernism, 
the fact remains that it is itself derived from Modernism. Once Descartes 
and the Empiricists started to work out the logic of their ideas, they ran 
into difficulty. David Hume realized that even causality (the sine qua non of 
science) was a problem: “Do I sense the cause in causality” he asked, “or do I 
merely observe two consecutive events? I see billiard ball number one strike 
billiard ball number two—but do I observe “cause?”” Evidently not. With 
his empirical foundation, he had no answer—even though he admitted he 
couldn’t operate like this when playing board-games with his friends! Kant 
tried to respond, but it was a hopeless task. Knowledge, like everything else, 
requires a metaphysical source. As a result, Modernism gradually nose-dived 
into Existentialism, which in turn morphed into Post-Modernism—but only 
because the original epistemology was inadequate. When the cracks started 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.2 (2020)

22

to appear, the philosophers should have acknowledged that they had taken 
the wrong turn.

But that was precisely what the Post-Modernists didn’t do. Instead of 
back-tracking to reconsider where they’d come from, namely, the Christian 
worldview, they carried European thought towards “the hermeneutic of suspi-
cion.” All attempts to establish worldviews based on rationality, they said, are 
suspect. According to Derrida, for example, not even language works that 
way. “Nothing exists outside the text,” he said. In other words, everything is 
an interpretation. No definitive explanation of anything is possible because 
language itself is relative. Similarly, Lyotard dismissed all metanarratives, all, 
that is, which claim to be true and therefore exclusive—especially Christi-
anity. Overarching stories of what life is about and how best to live are valid, 
but only as stories, never as “Truth.” Foucault undermined things further by 
arguing that language, like everything else in society, is just a power-game: 
powerful social groups dominating others—oppressors/their victims, men/
women, rich/poor, white/black, Europeans/colonials and so on.

The net effect of the Post-Modern slide was catastrophic. Particularly 
in relation to that, sadly, many have failed to appreciate the importance of 
what Schaeffer said about “rationality” and “rationalism.” This goes a long 
way to identify Post-Modernism’s essential flaws and to show how best to 
counteract them.

In the first place, he said, Christianity isn’t rationalistic because it rests 
upon the reality of creation. It doesn’t start with the human mind. That was 
Descartes’ mistake. When he said, “I think, therefore I am” his assertion 
raised an obvious question: where does the (knowing) “self ” come from 
in the first place? No answer. He just assumed it. By comparison, the Bible 
starts further back: it says the individual is able to think only because he 
or she is a creature created by a personal God. Given this starting point, 
rational thought itself—the great stumbling block of modern secular phi-
losophy—becomes intelligible. Christianity also deals with the problem of 
sin and insists humanity needs a supernatural Savior because guilt is real and 
has to be atoned. Only Christ can do this, because he is the divine Son of 
God. Human attempts to merit salvation are worthless. In short, the Bible 
is God-centered throughout.

The second distinction Schaeffer used a lot was between “true knowledge, 
but not exhaustive knowledge.” What he meant is that human knowledge is 
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limited, of necessity, because all our experience is superficial. No one knows 
even the tiniest thing completely. We see bits and pieces only. In addition, 
each person is unique. No two people share the same background or have 
the same interests or gifts. Yet the human mind is adequate: it grasps truth 
adequately if not exhaustively. Its limitations don’t invalidate either rationality 
or communication. Our experiences, though individual, are reciprocal. We 
experience the same objective things that we know only too well: water, ice, 
blue skies. God’s world fits together and we are knowing persons within it, 
human beings made in his image. The reliability of this shared experience, 
which no one can deny or escape, rests not on Descartes’ abstracted Reason 
but on God’s initial design—and then necessitates both antithesis and, where 
necessary, confrontation.

In short, Post-Modernism is profoundly mistaken. By undermining confi-
dence in Truth, it has undermined our Christian cultural heritage. Schaeffer 
opposed it not because he was a Rationalist, but because without reason 
madness prevails: if gravity is true, he would have said, don’t throw your-
self out the window—and don’t listen to those who say the opposite! (The 
Woke culture today illustrates how far we have come and by its use of force 
indicates, ominously, where we may be headed).

In a sense, what has happened to much of Evangelicalism is that it has 
exchanged one kind of “theological liberalism” for another. The older Liber-
alism I confronted as a student at Kings, London, in the late 60s concentrated 
on the factual inaccuracies of the Bible. Its roots went back to the Enlighten-
ment and reflected that era’s skepticism. Its principal tool was the scientific 
method. The Bible isn’t true, it said, because an unbiased examination of 
the text reveals a myriad of factual mistakes. Two German theologians, Graf 
and Welhausen, for example, argued that a study of the Hebrew names for 
God in the Pentateuch (Yahweh and El) showed, beyond doubt, that the first 
five books of the Bible were a fabrication: a messy compilation put together 
approximately 1000 years after the event to explain how the Jewish tribes 
migrated into Palestine and developed their primitive rituals. In due course, 
thankfully, the whole “documentary hypothesis” was repudiated. Its science 
was shown to be flawed, reflecting not the facts but the evolutionary paradigm 
which was popular at the time. But the effect on the church was devastating. 
By a sleight of hand, Liberalism led ordinary people to distrust the Bible, so 
they felt they could dismiss Christianity with impunity. A century of extensive 
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scientific investigation—not to mention startling discoveries like the Dead 
Sea Scrolls—has since vindicated the Bible in spades. The older Liberalism 
is now largely discredited.

The New Liberalism, by comparison, exerts a different though equally 
malign influence. The emphasis now is upon experience rather than the mind. 
Questions about the reliability of the text or the definition of doctrine are of 
little interest. What matters to people isn’t Truth, but their experience, their 
sense of loneliness, their confusion about identity, etc. These, therefore, must 
become the focus of the Church’s attention if the church is to grow. Of course, 
much of this is laudable: the church ought to be concerned about societal 
changes; people’s felt needs are important. They are often the gateway to 
salvation and the church should treat them sensitively and compassionately.

In a relativistic age, however, especially one swamped by experientialism 
and uninterested in (or actively opposed to) the idea of Truth, the church 
needs to be clear about where it stands. The idea, for example, that Christi-
anity is first and foremost the story of mankind’s objective guilt before God 
needs to be hammered home. It isn’t a recipe for a more satisfying lifestyle. 
It isn’t a program or agenda for bringing about social justice. These may be 
a by-product of faith and are certainly commendable in themselves—and 
Christians have been outstanding in both areas historically. But they are not 
what Christianity is about essentially. Essentially, Christianity is a matter of 
Truth. It traces our derangements both in society and in our own personal 
lives not to poverty, inequality or race or anything else, but to sin. This is why 
Christ came and this is what constitutes the essence of the gospel.

Instead, the present tendency is to go the other direction, to act as if the 
most important things are not what God’s Word defines—about sin and judg-
ment and so on—but the things that concern society. Most recently, racism 
has filled the screen—and evangelicals have been at pains to demonstrate 
sympathy for the Black Lives Matter movement—just as they did earlier 
with feminism and homosexuality.17 Which isn’t to say that the relevant 
injustices in these and other arenas aren’t real or shouldn’t be redressed—as 
our forefathers did in abolishing slavery in 1833 in the British Empire (and 
later in the USA). The issue, rather, is what motivates such responses? Do 
they stem from a solid commitment to biblical truth or do they simply echo 
the emotional sloganeering around? Do they express genuine moral outrage 
or are they simply an attempt to keep in step with society? Too often they 
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seem like the wag on the dog’s tail—carefully positioned (somewhat late in 
the day usually) to show awareness of the latest sensitivities.

In this regard a striking feature of the evangelical response to racism has 
been its failure to speak out against Critical Theory. Almost all the grievance 
culture today is inspired by the neo-Marxist ideology underpinning it. Yet 
the connection between Critical Theory and the various social protests is 
rarely mentioned, and when it is some sound as if they’ve taken a page out 
of liberation theology.18 This is the more troubling when one considers that 
Critical Theory may constitute the greatest threat to Western society since 
the Second World War. It is, in effect, the triumph of Marxism after all.

In short, some Evangelicals have jumped on the cultural bandwagon rather 
than challenge it. Not that anyone has acted insincerely. The injustices have 
been real and the concerns about them understandable and proper. But much 
has in fact been an accommodation. If the Scriptures really were at the center 
of their thinking, as they claim, one would have expected more. By contrast, 
Schaeffer was completely different. When he opposed abortion, he was delib-
erately counter-cultural. He took his stand on “True-Truth.” He saw that the 
Bible outlaws the taking of innocent life with the strictest of penalties and he 
flew in the face of what society at large wanted to hear. Today the situation 
is almost reversed. Our current leaders say little or nothing about abortion 
and rally to support moralistic protests whose credentials, to say the least, 
are dubious. They seem to take pains to sound as like the culture as possible.

To Schaeffer this Modernist/Post-Modernist revolt was the greatest Idolatry 
the world has ever seen. When the French philosophes of the 18th century 
kidnapped science (for it was a Christian invention remember) they made 
it into another religion. Science became their criterion for truth—not the 
Bible. In keeping with that, their idols were the technological products of 
the industrial revolution—machines, machines, always new machines—as 
much expressions of Modernism as of Post-Modernism. No. The new idols 
were simply the panoply of materialistic consumerism. They now add up to 
the most widespread and most powerful idolatry in history.

Creation

In this context, one of the most striking things about the West today is its schizo-
phrenia. Two powerful mythologies vie for attention. One, the Post-Modern, 
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insists that ultimate meaning is impossible: the other, offspring of the Enlight-
enment, that science is sufficient—allegedly because this provides genuine, as 
over against superstitious, knowledge (cue Dawkins and the New Atheists).

This is where Schaeffer comes in.
Addressing the current situation, his apologetic strategy—pursuing the 

inadequacy of alternative presuppositions, etc.—would remain the same: 
with one crucial addition. What would strike him forcibly, especially with 
the Science/Post-Modern tension and Humanism’s bankruptcy in mind, is 
the West’s ongoing fixation with evolution.

This is where Arthur Jones comes in.
When Arthur worked on his PhD in the late 1960s, science had not yet 

digested the implications of the dramatic advances in both genetics and 
brain science. James le Fanu describes this well in his book, Why Us? (sub-
titled intriguingly): “How science rediscovered the mystery of ourselves.” 
Le Fanu says this: “We are led through the New Genetics to the necessity 
to set aside Darwin’s evolutionary doctrine.” And elsewhere, he writes, “… the 
paradox (is this) … the more we have learned from that great unravelling 
of the brain, the more elusive any general theory of its relation to the mind 
has become … Its most elementary currency of a single thought defies any 
materialist explanation.”19

Interestingly, de-constructionists have done a good job toppling every 
metanarrative on offer—except Darwinism. With its grand and all-encom-
passing story, this is surprising, especially as it eulogizes Reason! Yet not a 
single Post-modern finger has been raised. Why is that? What is the secret 
of its privileged status in the Post-Christian, Post-Modern world?

The answer is simply that the Post-Enlightenment world, whether Mod-
ernist or Post-Modernist, can’t manage without it. It needs an explanation 
for how everything comes to be the way it is. Answer? Natural selection has 
been operating on chance mutations for millions of years and, of course, has 
led to the “ascent of Man.” Without this, intellectual coherence disappears.

The only problem is that evolution theory itself is now under pressure, 
not because religion is on the rise, but because the facts don’t add up any 
longer. Even the “Royal Society” has had to take account of this, hosting an 
international conference in London in 2016. A more serious tension has 
opened up than the tension between the two mythologies just mentioned. 
No, this is a tension between science and its indispensable facts.20
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Conclusion

I have little doubt that, if Schaeffer were here today, he would take this growing 
critique of evolution into account. As we’ve seen, he was always skeptical 
about Darwinism. He also suspected that those trying to put evolution and 
Genesis together do so primarily to stay onside with “the assured results of 
science.” He also knew that they tie themselves in knots trying to exegete 
the relevant passages.21 Not that he was unsympathetic to the questions, or 
dismissive of the apparent difficulties. At the same time, given his high view 
of Scripture (and in line with the commitments of the historic church) the 
historicity of Adam and Eve and the reality of the Fall were non-negotiables 
to him. He felt Theistic Evolution was just another accommodation.22 I have 
no doubt, therefore, that he would have addressed these new developments.

Amongst other things he would have been the first to draw attention 
to the scientific sleight of hand involved—the impression that everything 
about evolution is beyond question, when it very much isn’t. He would also 
urge Evangelical scientists to have the courage to reassess their long-held 
beliefs even at cost. At the very least he would ask why a blind eye is turned 
to the plight of their fellow-believers. Standard practice today means that 
any professional scientist disagreeing with evolution is dismissed forthwith.

To conclude: the modern world is now ripe for a systemic challenge 
along the lines of the 16th century Reformation. The Naturalistic Worldview 
(parent alike to Modernism and Post-Modernism) appears to many to be 
as false and moribund as Rome around 1500. Therefore, it invites the same 
response. Despite Rome’s monolithic power men like Luther and Calvin threw 
down their simple but magisterial gauntlet, sola scriptura. We must do the 
same—only with a challenge directed against the hegemony of Darwinian 
and neo-Darwinian science.

In addition, Schaeffer would have recognized better than most, especially 
after writing his prophetic book, Pollution and the Death of Man, that young 
people are fed up with the mess which our consumerist (and largely sci-
ence-induced) life-style has produced. He would have recognized that the 
current concern about the environment provides fertile ground for a new 
protest-against-the-consensus, like that of the 16th century.

Evangelicals, standing in that same “protestant” tradition, are alone 
adequately qualified to mount that challenge. They alone have a view of a 
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created universe which is not just matter, but personal—the handiwork of 
the infinite-personal triune God of the Bible. They alone have a source of 
knowledge which guarantees the trustworthiness of human knowledge—
the written Word of scripture, endorsed by the living Word of Christ. They 
alone can assert that everything is not relative, that God’s laws are good and 
life-giving. They alone have a hope for Nature (including the fragile human 
body which dies) because of the supernatural restoration of all things at the 
return of Christ in glory.

We close picturing again how Schaeffer sat with us in that Cambridge 
study holding up his hand and saying, “the supernatural is right here.” The 
object of this article is to emphasize that what Evangelicals need above 
everything today is his simple confidence in the “True-Truth” of the Bible. 
It was this that led him in the first place, always lovingly and yet forcefully, to 
spend his life contending for the Lamb. Many owe their lives to him. Many, 
sadly, have failed to recognize that he was the 20th century’s only significant 
Evangelical “prophet.”23 My own conviction is that his relevance today is 
possibly greater than in his lifetime.

1 See Francis Schaeffer’s own treatment of this in The Great Evangelical Disaster (Wheaton: Crossway, 1984), 
69-70.

2 See my extended treatment of this subject, “Being (even more) Human” in First Fruits of a New Creation: Essays 
Honoring Jerram Barrs, ed. Doug Serven (White Blackbird Books, 2019), 7-26.

3 Colossians 2:8
4 Romans 1:20
5 2 Corinthians 4:2b
6 This incident appears in The God Who is There, 110.
7 Romans 1:22
8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wMYEH435os0&t=4s
9 Private letter dated July 14, 1965—from Chalet les Melezes, Huemoz, CH 1861.
10 They had helped many who had been scarred earlier—even before L’Abri began in 1955.
11 file:///C:/Users/Asus/Downloads/Bagpipe%20(1968-01-26).pdf
12 “… Lowenstein told him that he would never let an anti-evolutionist do research in his department. How-

ever, he did allow Arthur to do research and receive his PhD, perhaps hoping that the lecturers would be 
able to use the time to convince Arthur that evolution was true…” private email November 4, 2020.

13 Schaeffer’s account of this is in The Great Evangelical Disaster, 56- 57.
14 Private letter dated November 22, 1966.
15 The National Evangelical Anglican Congress.
16 The Great Evangelical Disaster, 33-34.
17 Ibid, 130. This is in the section “The Feminist Subversion:” and note especially p 136: “… for if there are no 

significant distinctions between men and women, then certainly we cannot condemn homosexual relationships.”
18 Tim Keller: https://quarterly.gospelinlife.com/a-biblical-critique-of-secular-justice-and-critical-theory/
19 James le Fanu, Why Us? How science has rediscovered the Mystery of Ourselves (Harper Press, 2009), 255, 224. The 
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literature on this topic is already voluminous. See Steve Meyer, Signature in the Cell, and Michael Denton, 
Evolution: Still a Theory in Crisis. For the Evangelical defense of Darwinism see The Faraday Institute in the UK 
and The Biologos Foundation in the US. For the opposite see, amongst others, The Discovery Institute. 

20 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V5EPymcWp-g.  The final section of the Expelled video is an interview 
between Richard Dawkins and Ben Stein. After talking about Richard Dawkin’s animosity to religion and God 
(Dawkins reads the denunciation of God from his book, The God Delusion, and says “religion is a primitive 
superstition.” Stein then asks: “Well who did create the heavens and the earth?” Dawkins:  Why do you 
say “Who?” You immediately beg the question! Stein: “Well then how did it get created?” Dawkins: “Well 
… by a very slow process.” Stein: “Well how did that start?” Dawkins: “Nobody knows how it started. We 
know … the kinds of events which must have happened for the origin of life.” Stein: “Well what was that?” 
Dawkins: “It was the origin of the first self-replicating molecule.” Stein: “Right … how did that happen?” 
Dawkins: “I told you we don’t know.” Stein: “So you have no idea how it started?” Dawkins: “No, no—nor 
has anybody else.” Stein: “What do you think is the possibility that intelligent design might turn out to 
be the answer to some of the issues in genetics or in evolution?” Dawkins: “It could come about in the 
following way: it could be that at some earlier time, somewhere in the universe, civilization evolved by 
a Darwinian development to a very high level of technology and designed a form of life that they seeded 
onto this planet. Now that is a possibility and an intriguing possibility. And I suppose it’s feasible that you 
might find evidence of that if you look at details of biochemistry or molecular biology—you might find 
the signature of that designer.” (Stein [voice over]: “Wait a minute! Richard Dawkins thinks intelligent 
design could be some sort of explanation?!”) Dawkins (continuing): “and that designer could well be some 
higher intelligence from elsewhere in the universe. But that higher intelligence would have itself to have 
come about by some explicable or ultimately explicable process. It couldn’t have just jumped into exis-
tence spontaneously. That’s the point.” (Stein [voice over]: “Professor Dawkins was not against intelligent 
design—just certain types of designers such as “God”…).

21 J. P. Moreland, Stephen C. Meyer, et al., Theistic Evolution: A Scientific, Philosophical, and Theological Critique 
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2017); Norman C. Nevin, ed., Should Christians Embrace Evolution? (Phillipsburg: P&R, 
2011); Michael Denton, Evolution: Still a Theory in Crisis (Discovery Institute, 2016). 

22 See my two papers on this topic in the Evangelical Times: “Rescuing Darwin or Wrecking the Faith” (Nov 
2008); “An Intrinsic or Extrinsic Image of God” (Oct 2014). The degree to which prominent evangelicals 
like Tim Keller have identified themselves with organizations like Biologos and the Faraday Institute is 
alarming. They speak about “the Fall” as orthodox reformed teachers, but their understanding of the 
biblical account is hard to reconcile with Genesis 3 (i.e., Adam and Eve were created sinless and then, in 
space-time history, separated from God because of their choice). They sit loose to the New Testament’s 
insistence that physical death for humans comes through Adam’s sin: “the sting of death is sin” (1 Cor 15:56). 
Denis Alexander, the founder of Faraday Institute, denies this. 

23 Both C. S. Lewis and Bishop Lesslie Newbigin were outstanding “contenders for Truth” and in a similar 
way to Schaeffer. However, neither held to the evangelical view of Scripture.
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In this article I am arguing for a retrieval and serious re-engagement with 
Francis Schaeffer’s message to the church. There is no doubting that Schaeffer 
left a considerable and enduring legacy—one I would argue is worthy of 
our attention today. For many he is best known for L’Abri, the community 
he founded in Switzerland with his wife Edith in 1955. Among its various 
purposes, this “shelter” served as a place of asylum for doubters who had 
questions the church failed to take seriously. Schaeffer also achieved notoriety 
for his work as an apologist to sceptics. Through his lectures, writings and 
documentary styled films he argued for the credibility of the faith, encour-
aging a generation of evangelicals to be confident in the truth. Others may 
remember him for bravely tackling the ethical issues of the day. His book 
entitled, Whatever Happened to the Human Race (later turned into a film) 
brought issues like abortion infanticide and euthanasia to the attention of 
Christians who otherwise would have remained oblivious to such matters. 
The component of Schaeffer’s legacy that is less appreciated was his burden 
for the church.
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To get a sense of this concern, one only needs to peruse the body of his 
writings. In his collected works of five volumes, one exclusively addresses 
“The Christian View of the Church” (Volume 4). To read through the various 
books that make up this volume, Schaeffer’s message is not the musing of an 
armchair theologian discussing the finer points of ecclesiology and missiology. 
What strikes one immediately is the practical tenor of his communication 
reflecting the burden of a pastor. Of the many descriptions you could make 
of Schaeffer–apologist, public intellectual, cultural observer, and prophet—
the designation “pastor” is the one that most aptly characterizes his calling. 
One just needs to read through his published letters to get a sense of this.

His commitment to the church goes back to his early years when he 
completed a theological training at Westminster Theological Seminary and 
Faith Seminary specifically to prepare for pastoral ministry. Following this he 
had pastorates in several churches in Pennsylvania, and then St. Louis. The 
shift in focus came in 1947 when he and Edith were commissioned by their 
denomination to go to Europe in order to help the European churches from 
north to south in the aftermath of the war. This led to the remarkable story of 
the provision of a property in Switzerland where they founded the first L’Abri 
community in 1955. What few know is that just prior to L’Abri they planted 
a church in Champery, Switzerland reflecting his abiding commitment to 
the local church. It is also worth noting here that Schaeffer insisted every 
member in the L’Abri Fellowship must belong to a Bible-believing church.

Surveying Schaeffer’s deliberations on the church, the one thing that 
stands out was his burden that the church should be a credible witness. 
It was routine for him to connect the life of the church to “the watching 
world.” As a keen observer of culture, he was well aware of the challenge 
of this. Back in the 1980s when most evangelicals thought they were the 
majority, he could see that the reality was not what it appeared to be: “we 
live in a post-Christian world.”1 Although he would have resisted the label 
of “prophet,” he was prescient in seeing the challenges that lay ahead—as 
if staring into the palantír in Lord of the Rings to foresee future events. He 
wrote of “future manipulations which will be so overwhelming in the days 
to come that they will make the battles of the last forty years look like kin-
dergarten child’s play.”2 From our vantage point, we can see how right he was 
with the testing’s we presently face. For instance, Schaeffer knew that when 
“truth retreats, tyranny advances,” and that of course is increasingly played 
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out in the geo-political sphere today with potentially dire consequences for 
the church. His concern in the face of such tests was to fortify the church for 
the storm that was coming, gently chiding evangelicals who had a tendency 
to “specialize in being behind.”3

It is salient that in view of what he saw coming he did not issue some kind 
of Benedictine call to retreat to the desert as some are doing today. For him, 
any battening down of the hatches was unthinkable, and he had no time for 
the church in the ghetto. Why? Because at the core of our calling was the 
necessity of being the church before the watching world. However difficult, 
the church needed to be faithful to its calling because the world was looking 
on. People would or would not come to eternal life through the reality the 
church exhibited.

That is why for Schaeffer the church “should be a community which the 
world can look upon as a pilot plant,”4 showcasing the reality of what we 
have in Christ. “Unless they see that the thing that the humanists rightly 
want but cannot achieve on a humanist base (human communication and 
human relationship), is able to be practiced in our communities, then let 
me say it clearly: they will not listen and they should not listen.”5 It also 
accounts for why he was deeply committed to the principle of the purity of 
the visible church.6 In a moment where the cultural perception of the church 
is so negative, this is a discomfiting phrase. Under the judgment of a new 
moral order–the fulfilment of Schaeffer’s prediction of overwhelming future 
manipulations—the secular humanists view the church as the impure and 
immoral. In particular, they target this to our views on sexuality, marriage, 
gender and critical race theory. As these issues are increasingly politicized, so 
does the buffeting we experience. To the humanist any call to purity sounds 
like an endorsement of narrow-minded Christians who look back on the 
world with disgust thus enlarging the gulf between the church and the world.

For Schaeffer, the call to purity was linked to living out the reality of what 
the church already was—a supernatural life. This did not need inventing but 
was something in our possession and therefore to be lived out. The world 
had a right to judge whether we are Christians because of this supernatural 
life.7 If we lived out what it meant to be the bride of Christ, this would “bring 
the world to a standstill.”8 That is why the word burden gets to the core of 
what he had to say as burdens are rooted in reality and not high ideals—and 
Schaeffer was all about reality.
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Hearing his burdens, it strikes one that there is nothing novel about them. 
For him, it was always staying true to our calling. One can hear the note of 
urgency in his message to the church. Much of this was because emerging 
trends deeply troubled him, and these have been born out into the 21st cen-
tury. For that reason, I would argue that this part of his corpus continues to 
speak with vibrancy. His core communication to the church comprises four 
burdens—each as needful to hear today as when he addressed them in the 
final third of the 20th century.

Schaeffer’s First Burden: The Church to be a Revolution 
built on the Truth

For Schaeffer, the church was nothing less than a revolutionary force in the world. 
He was careful to clarify that this was not primarily a political revolution. He 
wrote, “Christianity today is not conservative, but revolutionary. To be conser-
vative today is to miss the whole point, for conservatism means standing in the 
flow of the status quo, and the status quo no longer belongs to us. Today we are 
a minority. If we want to be fair, we must teach the young to be revolutionaries, 
revolutionaries against the status quo.”9 Where many like to trace his legacy to 
the conservative Moral Majority of the 1980s, this is striking and worth noting 
because today many evangelicals have reduced our engagement with the world 
to the “culture wars.” While Schaeffer would have been interested in the issues 
that swirl around this, he was clear that the proper focus for the revolution lay 
elsewhere. He expressed this in The Church at the End of the 20th Century where he 
wrote of “a revolution built on truth.”10 One cannot engage Schaeffer without an 
appreciation of his passion for truth. For him, this was something with a greater 
revolutionary force than politics could ever deliver.

In a moment when there is a great muddle about what truth is, Schaeffer 
was crystal clear. He even added the prefix “true” to truth to convey the 
force of this, i.e., “true truth.” As he loved to say, “the final great concept 
of truth is that Christianity is true to what is there.”11 It committed him to 
a truth that was comprehensive enough to embrace the whole of reality. It 
was possible to apprehend such a truth because God had rendered it in the 
revelation of the Bible. There was no ambiguity for Schaeffer on the link 
between truth and revelation, which was why “Christianity should be true 
to the full inspiration of Scripture.”12
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Truth in such a comprehensive framework made Schaeffer instinctively 
push back on every reduction. He refused to allow it to become merely 
“religious,” i.e., a partial truth that was suitable to meet our spiritual needs. 
He had no time for such a diminution and steered clear of any religious 
God-talk that hinted at what he called the “upper story leap” into a mystical 
realm. If truth corresponded to what was really there, the church should use 
plain speech to give it expression. In a similar fashion he refused any notion 
of “psychological truth”—what we today might call “preferential truth,” i.e., 
something that is “true for me” because I feel it to be that way.

It was because the church possessed this truth that it could be a revolution 
in the world. Schaeffer’s commitment to Biblical revelation as the epistemo-
logical foundation for truth left him in no doubt that philosophy and science 
could not discover it comprehensively on their own foundations. He was 
keen that believers fully embraced their privileged position that “Christianity 
is true”—not with hubris but in humility and gratitude. So convinced was 
Schaeffer of “true truth” that he believed it to be the real revolution the world 
required—one that ultimately led to “all things holding together in Christ.”

One reason truth mattered so much to Schaeffer was because he could see 
that it was fast becoming a relic in Western culture. Long before we finally 
named our society “post truth,” Schaeffer saw what was happening. Tracing 
the history of Western philosophy, he could see the gradual waning of truth 
and the move to skepticism. For the church to have the truth in a cultural 
moment when it had declined was for Schaeffer an exceptional trust. So 
convinced was he of its revolutionary force he thought it possible for truth 
to bring the world to a standstill because it gave “all of life meaning in the 
present time, moment by moment.”13 It was because truth made sense of 
the world we live in that the church could say something “relevant to all 
segments of society.”14 The “relevant” church for Schaeffer had little to do 
with playing at “cool Christianity.” We would not be truly relevant by growing 
our hair long (which he did) or engaging in social action (which he did). 
It was achieved by embracing the truth God had given us and letting the 
watching world see the implications. 

The significance of Schaeffer’s burden for truth was because he saw the 
church giving up on it at the very moment when we most needed to embrace 
it. To forego this gift would remove “our credibility before the non-Christian, 
post-Christian, relativistic, skeptical, lost world.”15 He lamented that there was so 
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much untruth in the visible church. For him it was a terrible irony that “ortho-
doxy under the name of orthodoxy is destroying orthodoxy.”16 Here he was 
referencing the evangelical drift to neo-orthodoxy—a brand of liberal theology 
popular in the mid-20th century. Much of the focus of the “new orthodoxy” 
was a shift in the view of what Scripture is, and how it was to be interpreted. 
For Schaeffer this was the great evangelical disaster because any undermining 
of the Bible’s authority was ultimately to weaken the truth claims the church 
was founded on. That is why he implored the evangelical church to maintain its 
high view of Scripture because to squander this was to give up on “true truth” 
and thus to lose our revolutionary edge. As Schaeffer forcefully said: “This is 
no time for Christianity to allow itself to be infiltrated by relativistic thinking 
from either the secular or the theological side. It is a time for the church to 
insist, as a true revolutionary force, that there is a truth. It is possible to know 
that truth, not exhaustively but truly.”17 In The Great Evangelical Disaster—his 
last book—Schaeffer implored the church to stand for truth as truth. Any 
failure here would be nothing less than accommodation to the world.18

As truth has continued its retreat in Western civilization, recovering 
Schaeffer’s burden for it is more momentous than ever. It is likely that evan-
gelicalism in the 21st century will be sifted on this very matter, i.e., to stand for 
it under the cultural pressure we are facing, or to give it up and go with the 
flow. Like never before in the modern period, our pledge to this revolutionary 
truth must be reactivated, and hearing Schaeffer’s burden can help us here.

Schaeffer’s Second Burden: The Church must be a Practical 
Demonstration of the Love of the Triune God. 

A key understanding for Schaeffer’s view of the church was his idea of the 
double orthodoxy. He stated it this way: “But one cannot explain the explo-
sive dynamite, the dunamis, of the early church apart from the fact that they 
practiced two things simultaneously: orthodoxy of doctrine and orthodoxy 
of community in the midst of the visible church, a community which the 
world could see. By the grace of God, therefore, the church must be known 
simultaneously for its purity of doctrine and the reality of its community. 
Our churches have so often been only preaching points with very little 
emphasis on community. But exhibition of the love of God in practice is 
beautiful and must be there.”19
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Schaeffer’s passionate concern for the church to show an orthodoxy of 
loving community may come as a surprise to many. His passion for the truth 
side is more familiar to evangelicals because of his better-known trilogy, 
where he argues for the rational credibility of Christianity. However, reading 
through his books addressed to the church, the emphasis on the quality of 
our relationships comes through repeatedly. For Schaeffer the world had “a 
right to judge whether we are Christians and whether the Father sent the 
Son, on the basis of observable love shown among all true Christians.”20 On 
this matter he was as uncompromising as he was with “true truth.”

An appreciation of significant events in his own life is a key to why this 
mattered so much. The young Schaeffer was part of the original “fundamen-
talists” in the 1940s, who took their stand against the liberal compromise 
and fought for the core basics of Christian belief. You see this reflected in J. 
Gresham Machen and his seminal book, Christianity and Liberalism. While 
being a watershed moment for evangelicals, many of them took contending 
for truth to an extreme, miring much of the movement in division and fall 
out. Much of it became “separatist” and a “sensitive” Schaeffer viewed it all 
with a growing disillusionment. He stated it this way: “I believe very strongly 
in the principle and practice of the purity of the visible church, but I have 
seen churches that have fought for purity and are merely hotbeds of ugliness. 
No longer is there any observable, loving, personal relationship even in their 
own midst, let alone with other true Christians.”21

While he had deep sympathy with the core theological commitments of 
the “fundamentalists,” he had no time for the ugly orthodoxy that became 
its hallmark. Tragically the movement went beyond the fundamentals of 
the faith and majored on minors drawing a line in the sand on secondary 
issues. Throughout his life Schaeffer steered clear of controversy connected 
to “minor” issues calling those who did so “agitators” and “absolutists even 
in the lesser points of doctrine.”22 He stated, “one must realize that there is 
a great difference between believing in absolutes and having an absolutist 
mentality about everything.”23

So deeply did Schaeffer’s experience of the fundamentalists mark him that 
it precipitated a spiritual crisis in the early 1950s. How could Christianity 
be true if it produced something so ugly? This pushed him to go back to the 
basics of Christianity, which then led him into a time of deep and abiding 
spiritual renewal. In this experience he tasted the love of the triune God 
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meaningfully and that experience marked him permanently. The outcome of 
his own renewal was a deep burden for the church to be a real demonstration 
of a loving community. “I am convinced that in the twentieth century people 
all over the world will not listen if we have the right doctrine, the right polity, 
but are not exhibiting community.”24

Today, when community is all the rage it is important to see how Schaef-
fer understood it. There are few issues that create more idealism than the 
modern bent towards communitarian values. As someone who experienced 
firsthand the reality of the L’Abri community, Schaeffer was no romantic in 
his understanding of what it entailed. Within L’Abri he often quipped that 
“community isn’t difficult, it’s impossible.” Such a statement reflected Schaef-
fer’s conviction that the community of believers could be nothing less than a 
supernatural reality grounded in the Godhead. “But regardless of its outward 
form, the Christian community as a community should understand that its 
first relationship is not horizontal, but vertical. The Christian community is 
made up of those who are in a personal relationship with God, and then the 
community as a unit is to strive to be first of all in a relationship with God. 
Its first job is not toward the lost, though it has a task there. The first thing 
the Christian community should do is to stand as a community in a living, 
existential, moment-by-moment relationship to God.”25 

For Schaeffer the reality of the loving community was not something we 
could organize and create but rather it had to flow from Christ’s work in and 
through us. Only this could create a real orthodoxy of community before the 
watching world. “They should see that what has happened in Christ’s death 
and reconciliation on the cross back there in space and time and history is 
relevant, that it is possible to have something beautiful and unusual in this 
world in our communication and in communities at this point of history.”26

So central was this reality for Schaeffer that he called it “the mark of a 
Christian”—a mark needing a practical demonstration. “We may preach 
truth. We may preach orthodoxy. We may even stand against the practice of 
untruth strongly. But if others cannot see something beautiful in our human 
relationships, if they do not see that upon the basis of what Christ has done 
our Christian communities can stop their infighting, then we are not living 
properly.”27 For him the church was under a divine mandate to live out this 
community of love because it was “the straightforward and direct command 
of Jesus Christ.”28 Schaeffer went so far as to call our demonstration of loving 
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community “the final apologetic”—a show and tell of what we really are 
to a watching world. As he wrote in The Mark of a Christian, “we cannot 
expect the world to believe that the Father sent the Son, that Jesus’ claims 
are true, and that Christianity is true, unless the world sees some reality of 
the oneness of true Christians.”29

As a realist, Schaeffer knew that the church would inevitably fall into 
moments of conflict causing believers to separate. For him this was the point 
where we needed to be most careful to show our mutual love i.e., “we must 
show forth the love of God to those with whom we differ.”30 While holding 
this out as a possibility in our times of differences he was despondent about 
what he actually witnessed. “Forty-five years ago in the Presbyterian crisis in 
the United States, we forgot that. We did not speak with love about those with 
whom we differed, and we have been paying a high price for it ever since.”31

Schaeffer’s burden for the church to be a demonstration of loving commu-
nity is a timely reminder today in our present age of grievance. Regrettably 
the culture war divide—and in particular the rift between the political left 
and right—has spilled into our churches, leaving our unity in tatters. Polit-
ically motivated matters have become the new test of fellowship, and the 
rancor within is what the watching world sees. Our commitment to a social 
justice orthodoxy can take precedence over an orthodoxy of doctrine, and this 
causes a breakdown of our love and community. The call to live in Schaeffer’s 
double orthodoxy is one we must heed if we are not to be caught up in the 
tide of outrage engulfing our culture. Because Schaeffer was clear that the 
orthodoxy of truth and the orthodoxy of community was ultimately rooted in 
God there was no conflict between them. The both/and nature of the double 
orthodoxy would guarantee that our commitment to community would not 
be at the expense of God’s revealed truth. He also wanted to us to be clear 
that to have one without the other would be nothing less than a failure of 
what Christ called us to be. Hence why he urged us to both—another timely 
dimension to Schaeffer’s burden for the contemporary church.

Schaeffer’s Third Burden: The Church must live in its God-
given Freedom  

On this matter, Schaeffer wrote the following: “My primary point as we prepare 
for the end of the twentieth century is, on the one hand, that there is a place 
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for the institutional church and that it should maintain the form commanded 
by God, but, on the other hand, that this also leaves vast areas of freedom for 
change.”32 As one surveys all of Schaeffer’s thought, “form and freedom” was 
clearly important for him. He often emphasized that humans are not merely 
sticks or stones and that our choices mattered. The freedom we possessed as 
humans was only possible because of certain forms prescribed by our Creator. 
We have the freedom to walk in a straight line because gravity is the form that 
makes this possible. He was also clear that the dice was loaded against freedom 
in the social realm. Within the flow of history, autocracy has been the norm and 
few truly championed freedom. The Athenian polis and the Roman Republic 
may have taken tentative steps towards a democracy of sorts, but despots like 
Julius Caesar quickly ended such with a tyrannical rule. The reason Schaeffer 
was a great champion of freedom was because he knew Christianity provided 
a basis for it like no other worldview could. To be a believer was to be liberated 
into a new freedom based on our redemption in Christ. As new creatures indwelt 
by the Holy Spirit, a new principle of freedom opens up—one unknown and 
unavailable previously. For that reason, Schaeffer called on the church to lean 
towards the principle of freedom, and part of this included being flexible on 
the matter of the form and polity of the church.

Of course, there are mandated forms given by Christ to govern the church’s 
life. On these matters Schaeffer said little because in his understanding 
such forms were straightforwardly laid down by Scripture—instruction in 
the Word, the sacraments, church discipline and an appropriate leadership 
structure. He was clear that there is a place for the institutional church and he 
rooted his in a theological conviction standing in the Westminster tradition 
with a commitment to a Presbyterian ecclesiology. We can see evidence of 
this conviction because he even founded a denomination—the International 
Presbyterian Church in Europe.

However, within such necessary forms he was also clear that “there are vast 
areas which are left free.”33 Although he may have been conservative theologi-
cally, that didn’t make him conservative in everything. Unlike many committed 
to the “historic” faith, Schaeffer applied the principle of liberty in terms of the 
outward shape and form of the church. He urged the evangelical church to 
distinguish between “things that are open to change from those that are not.”34 
While he called the church to stand firm in the truth, he wanted it to be flexible 
in structure and organization and warned against it becoming ossified. “This is 
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not a day for a sleepy church—a church that is merely operating on the basis 
of memory and is afraid to be free where it needs to be free within the form of 
Scripture.”35 As he viewed the church at the end of the 20th century he sensed 
a rigidity possibly leading to our undoing. “In a rapidly changing age like ours, 
an age of total upheaval like ours, to make non absolutes absolute guarantees 
both isolation and the death of the institutional, organized church.”36

As it happens, the past five decades have seen much of evangelicalism 
opting for adaptation, and alternative forms of church abound! As I survey 
the present scene, it seems reasonable to divide the evangelical church into 
two groups: the confessionalists and the pragmatists. The former takes the 
past seriously, receiving a tradition for its life in both doctrine and practice. 
As modernity increasingly breaks with every form of tradition, there is much 
to be commended in such an approach. The danger though is that ancient 
forms can obscure the freedoms we require to be the church in this present 
moment. The pragmatists go the other direction and throw over every form of 
tradition in order to find what works. Such an approach severs them from the 
rich heritage of the past. Using their flexibility to create new church structure 
and forms, they trade one for another as quickly as cultural fashions shift. 
Their freedom to be trendy is too often a path that leads them to novelty with 
a loss of Biblical essentials, i.e., the necessary forms being discarded like the 
proverbial baby with the bathwater. There are good reasons why Schaeffer’s 
entreaty to the church to live with integrity within its form and freedom is 
as valid as ever. It is critical for us to keep to the Biblical basics but within 
these to make change as necessary. For Schaeffer, getting this right was not a 
matter of being smart but being led by the Spirit. He wrote that a “refusal to 
consider change under the direction of the Holy Spirit is a spiritual problem, 
not an intellectual problem.”37 Under the Spirit’s direction what the church is 
today it may not be tomorrow and we must be open to this. For the church 
to maintain a vibrant witness to the watching world, this emphasis on our 
freedom within the limits of form is critical to understand and live out well.

Schaeffer’s Fourth Burden: The Church must function in a 
Higher Agency

Being a realist, Schaeffer was clear about how complicated it is to be the 
church before the watching world. “Because the world is hard, confronting 
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it without God’s power is an overwhelming prospect.”38 That is why he was 
burdened for the church to do “the Lord’s work in the Lord’s way.” “There is 
no source of power for God’s people—for preaching or teaching or anything 
else—except Christ Himself. Apart from Christ, anything which seems to be 
spiritual power is actually the power of the flesh.”39 Any real breakthrough 
for the church in a hostile world utterly depended on this. In the past 50 
years, the resistance of secular humanism has made the world even harder in 
terms of our mission. A cultural repudiation to organized religion continues 
to grow as a lasting legacy of the “New Atheism” and the church is no longer 
viewed as the “good people.” Having come under a new moral judgement 
portraying us as the “immoral” ones—given our Biblically fed convictions on 
matters like marriage, sexuality and gender—we have a “pariah” status which 
has increased the opposition. In view of such a challenge, the question that 
confronts us is how to make a breakthrough? If ever we needed the divine 
agency, it is now. For the gospel work of the church to prevail in the world 
we need the same power Paul wrote about in Romans 1:16—one of Schaef-
fer’s favorite Bible verses: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it 
is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to 
the Jew, then to the Gentile.”

This sense of our needing to work in a higher agency is a thread that runs 
through all of Schaeffer’s life and work. His own biography supplies the key 
insight into why this became so central for the man. As Schaeffer entered 
his spiritual crisis in the early 1950s, one day at breakfast he put forward the 
following question to Edith: “If every reference to prayer and the Holy Spirit 
evaporated from the pages of Scripture, would it make any difference”? An 
honest assessment of that question to his own life and ministry concluded 
that it would not alter much, i.e., he had been operating in the power of the 
flesh. That led him to what he called “True Spirituality” which became the 
foundation for everything that followed. Because Christianity was true, it 
had to be a reality that could be lived out on a moment by moment basis 
in the “power of the Spirit.” This was revolutionary for the Schaeffer’s who 
went on to establish L’Abri on its faith principles where they made them-
selves intentionally vulnerable so the Lord’s power could be demonstrated 
to those who came and stayed in the community. An example of how this 
was implemented was in not soliciting support but actively praying for the 
Lord to provide the finances to keep L’Abri going. While they clarified that 
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the faith principles of L’Abri were a particular calling for them, Schaeffer was 
also adamant that the church must do the Lord’s work in the Lord’s way. 
The same question he asked of his own life and ministry must be one every 
church should address to themselves: “What difference would it make to 
the church if prayer and Holy Spirit evaporated from Scripture?”

One reason for this burden was because Schaeffer could see that the church 
was operating in an agency less than what was required for the task at hand. 
He wrote: “Is it not amazing: though we know the power of the Holy Spirit 
can be ours, we still ape the world’s wisdom, trust its forms of publicity, its 
noise, and imitate its ways of manipulating men! If we try to influence the 
world by using its methods, we are doing the Lord’s work in the flesh. If 
we put activity, even good activity, at the center rather than trusting God, 
then there may be the power of the world, but we will lack the power of the 
Holy Spirit.”40 If he were to view the church in the 21st century his burden 
for us to operate in a higher agency would be no less. The tendency for us 
to operate in the “power of the flesh” has increased, and our confidence in 
human agency looks all prevailing. We have given in to the virus of technique 
in every area of our ecclesiastical life. Our churches resemble corporations, 
co-opting business models as our organizing principle. We appeal to the 
“hard world” with slick marketing, making the church and gospel products 
to peddle. For Schaffer this kind of thing was not a problem in the world 
but a problem with us: “the central problem is always in the midst of the 
people of God, not in the circumstances surrounding them”41 and the nub 
of the central problem was doing the Lord’s work in the power of the flesh 
rather than the Spirit.

Listening to Schaeffer on this matter is salient to our times. He called for 
us to be nothing less than a demonstration of something Christ was doing. 
Given that the core of our beliefs are “supernaturalist” it convicted him 
that this must be central to our practice. For Schaeffer this was something 
he was convinced the unbeliever was looking for, i.e., a clear validation in 
our corporate life that God is real because His power is evident. “Is not the 
central problem of our generation that the world looks upon the church 
and sees it trying to do the Lord’s work in the flesh?”42 For Schaeffer, living 
and working in a higher agency had to be the reality because of Pentecost. 
The Biblical text that guided all of Schaeffer’s work was Acts 1:8: “But you 
will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 
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witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the 
earth.” He wrote, “the force of the Greek is, “ye shall receive power; then 
ye shall be witnesses.” A specific order is involved: after having the Holy 
Spirit come upon them, the disciples were to witness.”43 For Schaeffer our 
credible witness before the watching world boiled down to a basic trust in 
the Spirit’s power. “The key question is this: as we work for God in this fallen 
world, what are we trusting in? To trust in particular methods is to copy the 
world and to remove ourselves from the tremendous promise that we have 
something different, the power of the Holy Spirit rather than the power of 
human technique.”44

If the contemporary evangelical church has indeed surrendered to the 
spirit of modernity—to our strategies, our growth plans and our manage-
ment systems—we desperately need to hear Schaeffer’s burden. As we look 
at our corporate life we must ask: “What is of our making?” and “What is 
the fruit of the Spirit’s power?” As we face the challenge of the hard world, 
on what are we depending as we seek to get the job done? For Schaeffer, the 
matter of our agency was the decisive issue and our need of a Divine power 
was so necessary it was worth waiting for. “Let us not think that waiting on 
the Lord will mean getting less done. The truth is that by doing the Lord’s 
work in the Lord’s way we will accomplish more, not less. You need not 
fear that if you wait for God’s Spirit you will not get as much done as if you 
charge ahead in the flesh. After all, who can do the most, you or the God of 
Heaven and earth?”45

Concluding Reflection

Surveying Schaeffer’s burdens for the church highlights nothing trendy, 
and that is why they continue to speak with a directness much needed in 
an age of novelty. Listening to his core themes for the church today—the 
necessity of truth, of love, of freedom, and of the Spirit’s power—is to hear 
the cry of the ages. Throughout the church’s history, the Lord has raised up 
His “prophets” who sounded the same notes. Why? Because to give up on 
these would be to lose everything!



“The Church Before the Watching World:” Francis Schaeffer’s Burdens

45

1 Francis A. Schaeffer, The Complete Works of Francis A. Schaeffer: Vol 4. A Christian View of the Church (Wheaton, 
IL: Crossway, 1985), 209.

2 Ibid., 69.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., 34. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid., 33. 
7 Ibid., 151. 
8 Ibid., 63. 
9 Ibid., 70. 
10 Ibid., 30. 
11 Ibid., 38. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 63. 
14 Ibid., 89.
15 Ibid., 33. 
16 Ibid., 31. 
17 Ibid., 89. 
18 Ibid., 320. 
19 Ibid., 152. 
20 Ibid., 33. 
21 Ibid., 192. 
22 Ibid., 159. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., 64. 
25 Ibid., 48. 
26 Ibid., 33. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 195. 
29 Ibid., 189. 
30 Ibid., 197. 
31 Ibid., 155. 
32 Ibid., 59. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., 66. 
35 Ibid., 87. 
36 Ibid., 60. 
37 Ibid., 67. 
38 Francis A. Schaeffer, The Complete Works of Francis A. Schaeffer: Vol 3. A Christian View of Spirituality (Wheaton, 

IL: Crossway Books, 1985), 41.
39 Ibid., 42. 
40 Ibid., 47. 
41 Ibid., 44. 
42 Ibid., 50. 
43 Ibid., 42. 
44 Ibid., 47. 
45 Ibid., 49.



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.2 (2020)

46



47

Francis Schaeffer’s 
Enduring Relevance: 
It All Comes Down 
to “True Truth”
Greg Jesson

Greg Jesson recently retired from teaching philosophy at Luther College, Decorah, 

Iowa and the University of Iowa. He was also the Director of the Center for Ethics 

and Public Life at Luther College. Dr. Jesson earned his MA in philosophy at the 

University of Southern California and his PhD in philosophy at the University of 

Iowa, where he focused on philosophy of mind, metaphysics, epistemology, and 

philosophy of religion. Dr. Jesson has published numerous articles and taught at 

several colleges. He is an editor of Ontology and Analysis (De Gruyter, 2007) and 

Defending Realism (De Gruyter, 2014). Greg also spent time at L’Abri where he 

studied with Francis Schaeffer.

Nothing is so beautiful and wonderful, nothing is so continually fresh and sur-

prising, so full of sweet and perpetual ecstasy, as the Good. No desert is so dreary, 

monotonous, and boring as evil. This is the truth about authentic Good and 

evil. With fictional Good and evil it is the other way round. Fictional Good is 

boring and flat, while fictional evil is varied and intriguing, attractive, profound, 

and full of charm.

Simone Weil

“Morality and Literature” in Science, Necessity, and the Love of God

SBJT 24.2 (2020): 47-77



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.2 (2020)

48

I know that there is truth opposite falsehood, and that it may be found if people 

will search for it, and that it is worth seeking.

John Locke, 1662                                    

Engraved on the wall of Christ Church College, Oxford University

For we have not followed cunningly devised fables, when we made known unto 

you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but were eyewitnesses of 

his majesty.

St. Peter

2 Peter 1:16 KJV

The Crisis du Jour 

A culture that is concerned only with penultimate issues, such as politics, 
business, and entertainment, while gleefully ignoring the ultimate issues, such 
as the question of God, the foundation and content of ethics, and what it 
means to be human, is a culture that is increasingly adrift from the stabilizing 
landmasses of reality. Because of this, it is a culture that is quickly coming 
to a time of reckoning. Ours is now such a culture, and 2020 is proving to 
be such a time.

Who would have ever thought in the closing hours of 2019 while toasting in 
the New Year that things could fall apart so quickly? The Covid-19 pandemic 
and the resulting economic catastrophe, coupled with the unprecedented 
hatred on both sides of the political spectrum, along with an impossibly con-
tentious election that will unquestionably result in half the country feeling 
cheated and bitter, has left many worried that we are witnessing the unrav-
eling of our culture, and perhaps that we are on the precipice of a civil war.

The United States is now anything but united. Uncertainty, mistrust, 
doubt, dissatisfaction, disappointment, and rising anger characterize the 
country more deeply than anyone can remember. Even though the leftward 
drift of American politics might be somewhat slowed by bipartisan resis-
tance to the socialist/green agenda, the secularization of culture at every 
point continues to grind on, calling into question every principle on which 
America was founded. The present crisis in America goes far deeper than any 
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simplistic explanation such as a political personage or a political ideology. 
As Os Guinness remarked, 

The “Never Trumpers,” both Democrats and his fellow Republicans, and politi-

cians, journalists, academics, as well as celebrities, have developed such a manic 

obsession about the president that they cannot see straight or talk of much else. 

Above all, they miss a crucial fact. The president did not create America’s present 

crisis. The crisis created the president, and the crisis is older, deeper, and more 

consequential than any president.1 

A clue to this crisis can be seen by asking, “What does it mean when 
people who are unabashedly moral relativists morally condemn America 
as being racist to the core, that democracy, free-market capitalism, and the 
American Constitution are profoundly unjust?” What it means is that our 
culture is obsessed with penultimate issues, thereby avoiding ultimate issues, 
which unnerve any individual who seriously confronts them. Superficial 
evaluations lead to superficial solutions; and superficial solutions lead to 
superficial results. In the words of Jeremiah: “They dress the wound of my 
people as though it were not serious. “Peace, peace,” they say, when there is 
no peace” ( Jer 6:14 NIV).

Albert Mohler characterizes the unraveling of the magnificent edifice of the 
entire western world, going all the way back to its Greek and Jewish sources, 
as the steady melting of a massive iceberg as it drifts into tepid southern 
waters. All the literature, philosophy, theology, science, political thought, 
art, music, and culture that brought about the greatest accomplishments and 
freedoms in the history of the earth are quickly melting away the stability we 
once took for granted. What was once unthinkable is now beyond dispute. 

What Does This Have to do With Francis Schaeffer?

Roughly sixty years ago, in a time of turmoil not unlike the present, Francis 
August Schaeffer (1912-1984) burst onto the evangelical stage. The Viet-
nam War was raging, and provided the moral pivot point that captured the 
attention of the entire nation. The reaction to Schaeffer within the evangelical 
community was similar to the reaction of the appearance of Sputnik streaking 
across the autumn sky—no one had ever seen anything quite like it before 
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and it was difficult to discern what it all meant. There was great concern over 
his long hair, and why did he wear those funny knickers, knee socks, and 
hiking shoes? The goatee didn’t inspire confidence either. I recall hearing one 
pastor remark that it was unnecessary. All in all, evangelicals were, for the 
most part, at a complete loss. When Schaeffer lectured at Wheaton College 
and frequently referred to the existentialist films of Ingmar Bergman and 
Federico Fellini, the students were in the midst of fighting with the admin-
istration for the right to show films like Bambi and Herbie the Love Bug on 
campus. When he lectured at Westmont College, he was informed that a 
band of dropouts had been living in the hills above the campus for several 
years. Schaeffer inquired what their philosophic views were but nobody had 
ever even thought of talking to them! Utilizing the aforementioned hiking 
shoes, he climbed up the steep California hills and spent several hours dis-
cussing with the counter-culture radicals their views of reality and truth. 
Later, Schaeffer remarked that outside of prohibitions against such things 
as drinking, dancing, premarital sex, and requiring chapel attendance, it was 
hard to see what really distinguished Christian colleges from secular colleges.

In this second decade of the twenty-first century, it is almost impossible 
to grasp how little serious Christian engagement with culture and ideas there 
was in the not-too-distant past. Much of Christianity in America was self-de-
fined as being as separate from secular culture as possible. Dallas Willard 
remarked that when he was in graduate school in the late 1950’s, the only 
popular Christian scholarship that was available was the Phillips Translation 
of the New Testament, and C. S. Lewis’ The Case for Christianity which would 
later become the first part of Mere Christianity. To be sure, there were classic 
works of Christian scholarship such as Charles Hodge’s Systematic Theology 
and B. B. Warfield’s polemical and didactic essays, but these were written for 
the ecclesiastical professional and not the average layman. G. K. Chesterton 
had written serious critiques of the contemporary thought of his times, and 
was instrumental in Lewis’s conversion to Christianity, but those works 
were still pretty much isolated in Europe and within Roman Catholicism.

The claim that we live in a post-Christian culture sounds so obvious today 
that it doesn’t seem to be worth saying, but when Schaeffer first said this in 
the 1960’s, it shocked the evangelical community to its foundation. How 
could this be possible? America was everywhere infused with Christian rit-
uals and symbols, a majority of people still went to church, generic prayers 
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were said in most public gatherings, and Billy Graham was crisscrossing the 
country holding “crusades.”

But, Schaeffer saw something that most evangelicals had missed. He had 
the unique and uncanny ability to analyze philosophy, art, music, religion, 
literature, film, psychology, culture, and theology together in a way that 
inspired a whole generation of young people who were disillusioned with 
their irrelevant educations, their spiritually vacuous churches, and the intel-
lectually-bankrupt philosophical options that were in vogue.2 What Schaeffer, 
along with the more scholarly C. S. Lewis, provided in the turbulent last 
half of the Twentieth Century was an unprecedented confidence that historic 
Christianity could compellingly contend in the circle of ideas at any level 
and fear no issue. 

The Mark of the Modern Person

Schaeffer began his first book The God Who Is There (1968) by writing, “The 
present chasm between the generations has been brought about almost 
entirely by a change in the concept of truth … So this change in the concept 
of the way we come to knowledge and truth is the most crucial problem, as I 
understand it, facing Christianity today.”3 He had sensed that a cataclysmic shift 
had occurred in the western world. He called this intellectual, cultural, and 
psychological Rubicon “the line of despair,” which suggested how modern 
thought, attempting to prove everything from human capabilities alone, 
was finally forced to drive an unbridgeable wedge between all the available 
evidence and the ultimate questions of life that touch every person.

This great divide affects all of life, and there is no going back to the so-called 
innocent good old days. It is a devastating discovery to find that reason and 
evidence have utterly no bearing on life’s ultimate questions: What is the 
meaning of life? Is there an objective grounding for our ethical judgments? 
Are humans more than merely complex causal mechanisms? How is it possible 
for our sense experiences to reach beyond themselves to achieve knowl-
edge of the external world? What reason is there to believe that thinking, 
as a sequence of subjective psychological states, has any connection with 
objective reality at all? How is transformation of one’s character to what is 
objectively good possible? How is love possible if we are nothing more than 
biological machines?
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Of course, philosophers had taken on these monumental questions for 
centuries, but what Schaeffer keenly grasped is that they had pretty much 
given up on reason and evidence to give an account for the way they actually 
live their lives. Every philosopher and scientist starts—necessarily starts—a 
philosophical or scientific investigation by having some trust in his or her 
cognitive processes. Of course, upon further reflection, one might later 
question the veracity of those processes, but only by relying on other cog-
nitive processes that one has. Nobody can start from absolutely nothing. 
(Descartes tried, but had to assume the objectivity and truthfulness of logic 
to get anywhere.4 )

The logical impossibility of starting from nothing is partly what it means to 
be a finite creature, and Schaeffer’s apologetics was aimed at helping people, 
who had never really considered their finitude to face up to the ultimate 
issues of life, which they most conveniently and desperately try to avoid.5

By looking at western culture in its wonder and fragility, Schaeffer dis-
covered the quality of hopelessness that characterizes the modern human 
condition more than anything else. Philosophy, beginning with Hegel’s 
revision of logic, radically departed from all that had gone before, and drove 
straight into the quagmires of Existentialism, Scientism, and Logical Posi-
tivism. (Today he would add Skepticism, Relativism, and Postmodernism.) 
Theology, following the secular drift of philosophy was driven into the new 
modernism, liberalism, neo-orthodoxy, New Age thought, and Eastern reli-
gions (often westernized for ease and to make them fashionable). With respect 
to music, beginning with Debussy, a growing discordance and pessimism 
has characterized modern music, conveying that “All is relative, nothing is 
sure, nothing is fixed, all is in flux.”6 (Today he would add the pessimistically 
mind-numbing genre of Rap music to his critique.) Similarly, art, aimed at 
capturing the beauty of life, has in the stunning masterpieces of Van Gogh, 
Gauguin, Cézanne, Picasso, Dadaism, Duchamp, etc., been pulled increas-
ingly towards bleakness, leaving people wondering if anything in life is truly 
beautiful. The serious films of Schaeffer’s time, especially those of Antonioni 
(Blow-up), Fellini (La Strada, La Dolce Vita, Satyricon) and Bergman (The 
Silence, The Seventh Seal, Winter Light, Cries and Whispers) ushered in stag-
geringly bleak glimpses of a world without God, and without answers to the 
afflictions people face. It is important to note that many of the non-believers 
with whom Schaeffer spoke (especially those from the university) would be 
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somewhat familiar with these cultural icons. What they often did not see is 
how there could be any possible alternative.

Simone Weil also noted this shift, especially in art and literature. In her 
pre-war essay, “The Responsibility of Writers,” she excoriated contemporary 
intellectuals who had stripped all truth and value from every topic of discus-
sion. She wrote, “Writers do not have to be professors of morals, but they do 
have to express the human condition. And nothing concerns human life so 
essentially, for every man at every moment, as good and evil. When literature 
becomes deliberately indifferent to the opposition of good and evil it betrays 
its function and forfeits all claims to excellence.”7 Not content to leave it at 
an abstract level, she went on to lay blame where it belonged: 

Dadaism and surrealism ... represented the intoxication of total license, the intox-

ication in which the mind wallows when it has made a clean sweep of value and 

surrendered to the immediate. The good is the pole towards which the human 

spirit is necessarily oriented, not only in action but in every effort, including 

the effort of pure intelligence. The surrealists have set up non-oriented thought 

as a model; they have chosen the total absence of value as their supreme value. 

Men have always been intoxicated by license, which is why, throughout history, 

towns have been sacked. But there has not always been a literary equivalent for 

the sacking of towns. Surrealism is such an equivalent.8 

The abandonment of truth and the resulting despair have expanded beyond 
the university, where they were safely cloistered for centuries, and moved 
out into the general culture. Much of this is due to an increasing percentage 
of people attending college. Consequently, in almost every quarter of our 
civilized world, truth and the closely related concept knowledge are ultimately 
considered a pointless joke. The person who claims to know something today, 
who claims to have genuine insight into what’s true and good—especially 
about how people ought to live their lives—is often thought to be hopelessly 
naïve, simplistic, uneducated, ethnocentric, and old-fashioned.

If hopelessness and despair are the marks of the modern person, how then 
do people and our institutions carry on? Most, according to Schaeffer, simply 
live inconsistently by avoiding the consequences that their position and 
reason lead to. Of course, universities keep doing research and publishing, 
but these are often focused on minutiae that have absolutely nothing to do 
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with how people live their lives. For example, the films of today are nowhere 
nearly as serious as those of the 60’s. Today, so many films are little more 
than mind-numbing, dialogue-sparse, cartoon-like concoctions, filled with 
immoral sex, non-stop explosions, and physics-defying special effects that 
are more aimed at prepubescent boys than adults.  The ultimate questions, 
which every serious person is confronted with at some point, are avoided 
whenever possible. This is why one of the central concepts used to understand 
the human condition in Pascal’s Pensées in that of distraction, or diversion.

This present life is momentary, but the state of death is eternal. How terribly 

important it is, then, to live in the light of the eternal, since it ultimately affects 

all that we do or think! Since nothing is more obvious than this observation, 

how absurd it is to behave differently.

Seen from this angle, how absurd it is for people to go through life without 

regard for their final destiny. Instead, they are led as they feel inclined and 

as they indulge themselves, unreflective and careless, as though they could 

wipe out eternity and enjoy some passing happiness merely by repressing 

their thoughts.9     

Schaeffer described the human condition by saying that in the area of 
reason and evidence (“the lower story”), we are left with only technology 
and statistics, while in the area of our humanity, how we must live our daily 
lives (“the upper story”), there are no answers, just various leaps of faith—all 
equally blind and all equally unjustifiable. Perhaps no one captured such 
relativism as succinctly as Supreme Court Justice Anthony Kennedy in the 
majority opinion of Planned Parenthood v Casey (1992), which involved 
abortion rights: “At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own con-
cept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human 
life.” Under the abandonment of truth, the “answers” given in the upper 
story are understood as neither true nor false, and, therefore, beyond rational 
evaluation. The most one can say of someone’s adoption of a new religion 
or ideology is “That’s nice.”

But, reality is relentless; it keeps coming at us and testing our views. 
Because people simply cannot live their lives acting like impersonal machines, 
they center the most important part of their lives in “the upper story” to give 
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them some sense of meaning and purpose. For example, people, unable to 
live as automatons, make moral judgments and exhibit altruistic behavior: 
they have moral concerns over the treatment of the whales, they fall in love, 
they care about countless injustices (real or imagined) around the world, they 
weep at the abuse of animals, they long for racial justice and opportunity, 
etc., even if they are moral relativists or determinists.

The key to Schaeffer’s enduring relevance is rooted, not in some new 
philosophical or theological innovation (what Lewis called “Christianity 
And”10), but in explaining the essence of what Christianity has always been. 
No concept in Schaeffer’s thought is more crucial than, “True truth,” and it 
was meant to capture what St. Paul was referring to in 1 Timothy 2:3-7 NIV:

This is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all men 

to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. For there is one God, 

and one mediator also between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave 

Himself as a ransom for all, the testimony given at the proper time. For this I was 

appointed a preacher and an apostle (I am telling the truth, I am not lying) as a 

teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth.

True truth: Preliminary Thoughts

Schaeffer, coined the term “True truth,” not to state a tautology, but rather to 
emphasize as strongly as possible the classical view of the objectivity of truth, 
which is to say that the truth or falsity of a thought (or more accurately, a 
proposition, which is the abstract content of a thought or sentence) is not 
determined by whether or not it is believed, but whether it corresponds or 
fails to correspond to what the thought is about. The thought, “The moon 
goes around the earth,” which expresses the proposition that ‘the moon goes 
around the earth’ is true only if the actual moon actually goes around the 
actual earth. If the moon does not go around the earth the thought is false. 
Merely believing something does not make it true, and not believing some-
thing does not make it false. The truth-value of a proposition is determined 
only by the way things are, and merely thinking differently about things does 
not change those things. Consequently, the truth-value of a proposition is 
“absolute”: in other words, it is objective (mind-independent in the way 
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described above), universal (the same for everyone), and any proposition 
that contradicts a true proposition must be false.

This is the classical correspondence theory of truth, which is also the 
common sense view. Its technical name is realism. No matter what one’s 
sophisticated philosophical position claims, everyone must, in their daily 
lives, follow the common sense view. That’s why it is called common sense! 
This classical view goes back at least to Aristotle when he defined truth by 
saying, “To say of what is that it is, or of what is not that it is not, is true.”11 Not 
surprisingly, it is one of the most misunderstood concepts in all academia. 
For many, it evokes close-minded dogmatism, intolerance, fanaticism, and 
force.12 To be sure, some have, in the name of truth, done the most hideous 
things; just as some, in the name of relativism, or in the name of love, or in 
the name of peace, or in the name of science, or even in the name of God, 
have done unspeakably evil things. Just because something is true, it does 
not logically follow that it will be used to promote selfish or wicked acts. 
Many people commit evil acts out of groundless dogmatism, but many also 
commit evil acts out of ignorance and complete skepticism. It all depends 
on the intentions of the person. If one desires to do evil, neither knowledge 
claims nor ignorance will get in the way.

Truth and knowledge are clearly different, but they are often confused. Only 
certain things, the abstract objects called propositions can be true (indirectly 
this would include sentences, thoughts, and beliefs). But, there are proposi-
tions that are true for which evidence is impossible; therefore, knowledge is 
impossible. For example, “Are there an even or odd number of electrons in the 
universe?” One of these possibilities must be true, but nobody has a shred of 
evidence for either option, therefore, knowledge for either option is impossible. 
So if I believe that there are an even number of electrons in the universe with 
no evidence whatsoever, and in fact there are an even number of electrons in 
the universe, my belief is true, but it most certainly is not knowledge. So, truth 
can exist even when knowledge does not. Similarly, suppose I randomly guess 
the lottery numbers, and they turn out to be the right ones. My guess was true, 
but a guess is not knowledge because there is no evidence for a guess. If there 
is relevant evidence then it is not a guess. If someone had evidence of what the 
correct lottery numbers were going to be, that suggests lottery fraud because 
their selection was based on knowledge, which, in turn, raises the question 
“How did he or she happen to come by that knowledge?”
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Truth is a correspondence between a thought, belief, or declarative sen-
tence (by which a proposition is communicated), and what the proposition 
is about. Knowledge then builds on truth. The realist definition of knowledge 
is justified, true, belief. In order to have knowledge, one must have a belief, 
the belief must be true (one can’t know something that is false), and the 
belief must be justified by means of evidence. In The Allure of Gentleness, 
Dallas Willard defined knowledge as “being able to deal with things as they 
are on an appropriate basis of thought and experience.”13 Or, more formally, 
he said, “To know x or that p, I must be capable of representing x or the 
fact corresponding to ‘that p’ as it is, on an appropriate basis of thought or 
experience.” (In this formulation, “to know x” refers to knowing individual 
objects of thought, e.g., I know Alan, I know hardship, I know the route up 
Pikes Peak, I know the taste of cranberries, etc. Whereas “to know that p” 
refers to knowing a propositional truth, e.g., I know that Mt. Everest is the 
tallest mountain above sea-level on earth, I know that exercise is crucial to 
maintaining health, I know that knowledge is different from belief, I know 
that the Pythagorean Theorem only applies to right triangles, etc.)

Because evidence comes in degrees, knowledge also comes in degrees. We 
know all kinds of things, but in most cases we could know them better if we 
gained more evidence. For example, even though I have never been there, I 
know that Tokyo exists, simply on the evidence of books, films, from people 
who have been there, etc. I do, however, know many things better than this. I 
know that 2+2=4 better than I know that Tokyo exists. Of course, I could get 
more evidence by going to Tokyo myself. Nevertheless, most of our knowledge 
is by means of this kind of authority, and it is sufficient for our daily needs, but, 
if necessary, we can often strengthen our knowledge by getting more first-hand 
evidence. (It is important to note that the classical view of knowledge says 
absolutely nothing about certainty. The feeling of certainty is psychological, not 
epistemic. One can feel certain and not know, but unfortunately, the world is 
filled with such people; further, one can know something and not feel certain.)

If the objectivity of truth is undermined, the possibility of knowledge 
disappears. This is why Schaeffer based his entire apologetic approach, his 
ministry, and his life on true truth. He sought to live in the light of God’s 
evidence and to lovingly help people discover the truth by showing them 
that they cannot live consistently with their non-Christian view of reality, a 
view which makes knowledge of truth impossible.
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There is an academic myth that claims that truth is so mysterious and 
so complicated that nobody can really say what it is. Philosopher Michael 
Dummett wrote a book entitled Truth and Other Enigmas, which just assumes 
the inscrutability of the whole matter. But, and this is a very Schaeffer-es-
que point, everyone has a cognitive grasp of what truth is, even if they can’t 
articulate anything about it. The small child who has crumbs on his face is 
painfully aware of what truth is when his mother firmly asks him about the 
missing cookies. As Dallas Willard remarked, “You never have to teach a 
child how to lie. They pick that up on their own.” Why? Because they know 
what truth is, and they know when they are trying to conceal it.

If people did not know what truth is, they would not be able to lie so easily. 
(No one says he or she doesn’t know what lying is.) Lying, which differs from 
merely being mistaken, consists in intentionally concealing the truth in order 
to misdirect. If one did not know what truth is, one could not lie. Truth is no 
more of an enigma than is lying. It is common for college professors to ques-
tion whether truth exists, but they never question whether lying exists.14 Just 
mention former President George W. Bush and the issue of weapons of mass 
destruction in Iraq, and you will be hit by a tidal wave of protests that Bush 
lied. This is said by the same people who say there is no such thing as truth! 
But, if truth doesn’t exist, lies can’t exist; and, if lies exist, then truth exists.15

Francis Bacon pointed out that when Pontius Pilate asked Jesus, “What 
is truth?” he didn’t bother to wait around for an answer. He really wasn’t 
interested in finding an answer to his question. Too many people treat the 
question of God and Christianity as nothing more than momentary intel-
lectual entertainment. Usually, after a few minutes, inevitable boredom sets 
in. There is a wonderful story of Dallas Willard when he was the chair of the 
philosophy department at University of Southern California. He had to attend 
an official USC cocktail party with the most powerful people on campus. 
Nothing could be further from Dallas Willard’s character, nevertheless, he 
did his duty. At the party, one of the most outspoken professors on campus 
confronted Dallas and sternly blurted out, “I hear that you’re a Christian; 
prove to me that God exists.” Although Dallas wrote extensively on this and 
had just published such a proof, he wasn’t willing to let the issue of God 
be utterly trivialized by being reduced to mere cocktail party chit-chat. He 
looked the man right in the face and calmly said, “If you’re really interested 
in the question, let’s get together for lunch and talk.” The man never called.    
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Truth is Upsetting

Truth, by its very nature, is upsetting, because it uncovers the way things are, 
often challenging us more deeply than we might want. If the truth contradicts 
a prior held belief, truth challenges us to change our belief. Further, truth 
pushes us towards the ultimate issues that express what it means to be a 
human being. Some people will do everything they can to avoid these truths. 
As Willard used to say, “People don’t like the truth because they want a little 
room to wiggle around in.” Truth imposes itself on us and immediately reveals 
to us whether we are in line with it or not. In the words of Søren Kierkegaard, 
“The truth is a snare: you can not get it, without it getting you; you can not 
get it by capturing it, only by its capturing you.” Of course, we can ignore 
the truths we discover, but only to our detriment. One of the lessons we all 
had to learn as children is that we needed to adjust our beliefs so that they 
correspond to the truth, because the truth will not adjust itself to match our 
beliefs. As we all know, this can be extremely uncomfortable, but ultimately 
it is the only sure path to reconciliation and healing.

This simple undeniable feature of truth is at the heart of Schaeffer’s 
approach to communicating Christianity to those who reject the concept 
of objective truth, and are therefore not open to examining the evidence for 
theism and Christianity. According to Schaeffer, 

What I try to do in The God Who is There is to show that when we get to those holding 

the concept that there is no such thing as objective (or universal) truth, we can still 

keep talking. We can move further back and keep talking in the way they need. I 

do not believe that there is any one system of apologetics that meets the need of all 

people, any more than I think there is any one form of evangelism that meets the 

need of all people. It is to be shaped on the basis of love for the person as a person.16

True truth and Holding “the truth in unrighteousness”

Most people who live in the modern mindset, which holds that truth about 
ultimate issues requires the abandonment of reason and evidence (Schaeffer’s 
“leap into the upper story”), have not reached this position by reading Rich-
ard Rorty, Hilary Putnam, Lyotard, or Derrida. They have simply absorbed 
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it from the surrounding culture. For the very same reason, most who reject 
Christianity do so, not because of philosophical or scientific arguments, 
but because it is now just part of the Zeitgeist of the age. Of course, there are 
powerful personal psychological factors involved in people not bothering to 
look at the evidence. In Surprised by Joy, C. S. Lewis described how the mere 
possibility of God existing was sufficient to avoid the most obvious inferences.

It is astonishing (at this time of the day) that I could regard this position [Ideal-

ism] as something quite distinct from Theism. I suspect there was some willful 

blindness. But there were in those days all sorts of blankets, insulators, and 

insurances which enabled one to get all the conveniences of Theism, without 

believing in God. The English Hegelians ... dealt in such wares ... The emotion 

that went with all this was certainly religious. But this was a religion that cost 

nothing.  We could talk religiously about the Absolute: but there was no danger 

of Its doing anything about us. It was “there”; safely and immovably “there.” It 

would never come “here,” never (to be blunt) make a nuisance of Itself. This 

quasi-religion was all a one-way street; all eros ... steaming up, but no agape darting 

down. There was nothing to fear; better still, nothing to obey.17

Again, Lewis described how he avoided taking the question of the bib-
lical God seriously for years, not for lack of evidence, but because of his 
self-centered disposition:

But, of course, what mattered most of all was my deep-seated hatred of author-

ity, my monstrous individualism, my lawlessness. No word in my vocabulary 

expressed deeper hatred than the word Interference. But Christianity placed at 

the centre what then seemed to me a transcendental Interferer. If its picture 

were true then no sort of “treaty with reality” could ever be possible ... I wanted 

some area, however small, of which I could say to all other beings, “This is my 

business and mine only.”18

Similarly, an increasing number of people who become Christians exhibit 
their modern “upper story” mindset by having a purely emotional conver-
sion. Of course, we are happy that they are Christians, but faith founded on 
feelings alone, will almost certainly face a devastating crisis of faith when 
life gets hard. We have all been brokenhearted to see people abandon their 
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faith, and who are unreachable by any kind of love and relevant evidence.
Feelings are an important, and even astounding component of our con-

scious lives; but, as we know from our own lives as well as the lives of others, 
basing decisions predominantly on feelings leads to disaster. Why? Because 
feelings are not faultless indicators of the way reality is. Feelings can seamlessly 
percolate on and on independently of what is true, good, and beautiful. In 
almost every area of life, we rely primarily on reason and evidence, since they 
are open to examination and correction. To the extent that our feelings are 
not founded on reason and evidence, they are not open to rational scrutiny, 
and, therefore, they can easily lead us away from the truth. The discovery that 
our feelings have led us astray is always surprising, and often devastating. 
Such insight cannot be acquired merely by consulting another set of feelings, 
since no feeling, by itself, is necessarily sensitive to truth and evidence. Only 
feelings that exist in the context of a careful weighing of the evidence can be 
trusted to track reality accurately.

Schaeffer’s apologetic approach—he would have rejected the designa-
tion of “apologetic method”—was meant to help both the non-believer 
and believer understand that considering the ultimate issues only from an 
upper story (non-rational, evidence-free) perspective is disastrous. Once 
reason and evidence are abandoned, there is nothing to guide or compel 
belief; consequently, any non-rational viewpoint will follow. How does all 
of this come together?

What few have really grasped is how entrenched non-believers are with 
respect to God. Because non-believers do not see that they are biased against 
God, the entire subject can be approached with only mild intellectual curios-
ity. The question of the existence of the biblical God, who requires precedence 
over all else, is not like the question “How much does a carton of milk cost?” 
It is not a simple question that can be considered in an open-minded or 
disinterested manner. Nor is it like the philosophical question of whether a 
vague undefined God exists. If one approaches the question of the biblical 
God as irrelevant to oneself, then that question and all possible evidence 
will never be taken with the seriousness necessary to grasp the truth. Why? 
There simply is so much at stake that one’s personal agenda will override 
any argument or evidence.

Because the non-believer a priori deems the question of the biblical God 
as irrelevant or easily postponed, evidence sails right by him or her. This is 
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Jesus’ point in Luke 16:31: “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, 
they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” Questions 
that are not seen as personally relevant will be dismissed as little more than 
inconsequential intellectual entertainment ( Jer 29:13; Isa 55:6-7; Matt 
7:7-8). As Guinness noted:

We should never view unbelief as flatly theoretical, loftily neutral or merely 

as a worldview that people just happen to have. However suave and cool its 

attitudes, and however rational its arguments many sometimes appear to be, 

unbelief is different in its heart. Deep down, the unbelieving heart is active, 

willful, deliberate, egoistic, devious, scheming and unrelenting in its open 

refusal, its deliberate rebellion and its total resistance to God and the full truth 

of his reality—and it can never be countered by purely intellectual arguments 

that ignore the power of the dark secret in his heart. The heart of apologetics is 

the apologetics of the heart.19 

For this reason, Schaeffer saw that merely presenting philosophical, sci-
entific, or historical arguments falls far short of touching the heart of the 
lost person who rejects the message of divine involvement in human life. He 
thought that apologetics separated from the possibility of radical reorien-
tation of one’s entire life, must be, in the words of Guinness, more than “all 
about ‘arguments,’ and in particular about winning arguments rather than 
winning the hearts and minds and people.”20

More than any other apologist that comes to mind, Schaeffer can only 
be understood if one grasps his crisis of faith and his recovered belief in the 
winter of 1951-52. His faith finally buckled and he was forced to rethink why 
he was a Christian as opposed to anything else. He had endured decades of 
denominational infighting that treated the love of Christ as irrelevant, and 
the inconsistency between what was being professed and what was being 
lived was something Schaeffer could no longer endure. In the preface to True 
Spirituality, composed twenty years later, he wrote:

We were living in Champéry at that time, and I told Edith [his wife] that for 

the sake of honesty I had to go all the way back to my agnosticism and think 

through the whole matter. I’m sure that this was a difficult time for her, and I’m 

sure that she prayed much for me in those days. I walked in the mountains when 
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it was clear, and when it was rainy I walked back and forth in the hayloft of the 

old chalet in which we lived. I walked, prayed, and thought what the Scriptures 

taught, as well as reviewing my own reasons for being a Christian.21

His dominant question during this time was, “How is it possible to 
communicate God’s holiness, and to stand for truth and purity in our lives 
without ugliness and harshness?” It is the question that would frame the 
rest of Schaeffer’s life. Part of his break from the past was that he apologized 
to every old acquaintance he could find for being so denominationally 
judgmental.22

Since every pilgrimage is as unique as every person, rigid apologetic for-
mulas seem to be inconsistent with the biblical message of God’s love for 
each person wherever he or she might be. Schaeffer thought, however, that 
a general framework could be given which would be helpful to communi-
cating Christianity to a post-Christian generation. For similar reasons, he 
found debates not just unhelpful, but deceptively counterproductive. He 
remarked that,  

You are not trying to win an argument. You are seeking to win a person, a person 

made in the image of God. This is not about your winning; it is not about your 

ego. If that is your approach, all you will do is arouse their pride and make it 

more difficult for them to hear what you have to say.23

The problem is that most debates over Christianity rarely result in people 
seriously considering the possibility that they are wrong. Schaeffer also 
avoided controversies concerning the correct apologetic method, because 
they are simply a defense of oneself and one’s apologetic method, while 
leaving out the plight of the non-believer.

Francis Schaeffer’s integrity is revealed in his refusal to be constrained by 
either pure presuppositionalism or pure evidentialism. (The presupposition-
alist claims that the noetic effects of sin so deeply affect non-believers that 
they are incapable of seeing any truths of God prior God’s work of conver-
sion. Consequently, there are no neutral facts or common ground that can 
help non-believers discover God. In contrast, the evidentialist thinks that 
non-believers can be reached, to some extent, by arguments and evidence, 
prior to conversion.) In a nice illustration, which slightly understates the 
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evidentialist position, George Marsden wrote, “Calvinists [holding presuppo-
sitionalism] had maintained that the human mind was blinded in mankind’s 
Fall from innocence, in the Common Sense version [holding evidentialism], 
the intellect seemed to suffer from slight astigmatism only.”24

Schaeffer was trained in apologetics at Westminster Seminary (before 
he transferred to Faith Seminary in Wilmington, Delaware) by Cornelius 
Van Til who was the paradigm of presuppositional apologetics, and by J. 
Gresham Machen who was more in line with the Old Princeton evidential 
approach of Charles Hodge and Benjamin Warfield. As Van Til’s presuppo-
sitionalist approach taught, Schaeffer was convinced that non-Christians 
do not come to the ultimate issues from a neutral place. They suppress 
the truth by automatically interpreting everything in the context of a uni-
verse without the biblical God. But, as Machen’s evidentialism claimed, 
stressing God’s common grace and universal drawing ( John 1:9; 12:32), 
he thought that the apologist owes the non-believer “honest answers to 
honest questions.”

In face-to-face discussions, Schaeffer incorporated these two approaches 
in his apologetics. Following Van Til’s insights, Schaeffer’s “pre-evangelism” 
is aimed at showing non-Christians the deficiencies of their views. It is 
necessary for those with a secularized worldview, who presuppose that 
God does not exist and that everything can be explained without referring 
to God. The point of pre-evangelism is to help non-believers see that they 
cannot live consistently with their non-Christian views. He did this by 
showing non-believers that the values and ideals by which they actually 
live—as opposed to what they profess—are appropriated from the Christian 
worldview. He remarked:

The truth that we let in first is not a dogmatic statement of the truth of the Scriptures but 

the truth of the external world and the truth of what man himself is. This is what shows 

him his need. The Scriptures then show him the nature of his lostness and the 

answer to it. This, I am convinced, is the true order for our apologetics in the second half 

of the twentieth century for man living under the line of despair.25

Schaeffer thought that until non-believers see that they cannot live with 
what they think is true, presenting arguments and evidence to them is often 
futile in helping them see the truth of Christianity.  
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Discovering the Center of the Non-believer’s Life

Like many, Schaeffer found Romans 1:18-21 to be the key to communicating 
with non-believers. St. Paul claims that non-believers have some knowledge of 
God and of the things only he can provide, but they suppress that knowledge 
in their dishonesty. This “holding of the truth in unrighteousness” allows 
them to make their way through life by ungratefully enjoying realities that 
only God can bestow. Just as non-believers’ rejection of God is sustained 
by the oxygen that God provides, so they live, and even argue against God’s 
existence, utilizing the reason and knowledge that comes from God—even 
though their non-Christian worldview provides no basis for these things. 
Non-believers live as guests in God’s universe without bothering to thank 
him. Consequently, they are living in tension between what they profess and 
how they live. In Schaeffer’s words:

I personally believe this very inconsistency is the result of common grace. The 

sun shines on the just and on the unjust, and illogically the unsaved man accepts 

some of the world as it really is, just as Christian Scientists own good restaurants 

and have funeral directors.26

Above all, Schaeffer, following Van Til, was convinced that if Christianity 
is true then no other view will fit the way reality actually is. Only biblical 
Christianity can provide an adequate metaphysical ground for the existence 
and nature of the physical universe, ethics, knowledge, logic, love, and mean-
ing, in which all people must participate. In 1948 Schaeffer wrote:

As I remember Dr. Van Til’s practical approach, it was to show the non-Christian 

that his world view, in toto, and in all its parts, must logically lead back to full 

irrationalism and then show him that the Christian system provides the universal 

which gives avowed explanation of the universe. It is Christianity or nothing.27

Both Van Til and Schaeffer thought that evidentialism alone fails because 
the non-Christian first needs to be shown how he is living off the “borrowed 
capital” of truths about the world and humans that only Christianity can 
impart.28 Simply bombarding non-Christians with arguments and evidences 
that are robotically and summarily rejected a priori is utterly ineffectual. Van 
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Til, however, thought that allowing non-Christians to evaluate arguments and 
evidence for God is a misguided exercise in elevating non-believers’ self-in-
terested agendas and rationalizations above God’s revealed truth. According 
to him, the correct apologetic is not to argue to God but only from God. This 
means that every argument for the existence of the biblical God must be circular, 
with both the premises and conclusion affirming His existence.29

Differing from Van Til, Schaeffer thought that presuppositionalism alone 
fails to connect adequately with non-believers by requiring that they begin 
their search into Christianity by adopting the Christian worldview. Schaeffer 
thought that one can still help non-believers see their errors because they are 
living inconsistently with their non-Christian views. He thought that God 
graciously allows us to examine the world and to ask questions (Ps 34:8; 
Prov 8:17; Isa 55:6). He said:

It is impossible for any non-Christian individual or group to be consistent to 

their system in logic or practice. Thus, when you face twentieth-century man, 

whether he is brilliant or an ordinary man on the street, a man of the university 

or the docks, you are facing a man in tension; and it is this tension which works 

on your behalf as you speak to him ... A man may try to bury the tension and you 

may have to help him find it, but somewhere there is a point of inconsistency. 

He stands in a position which he cannot pursue to the end.30

For example, ethical subjectivists, who often hold this view in order to 
justify a chosen lifestyle, revile injustices done to them as more than simply 
things they dislike. So much in this world screams out for absolute objective 
condemnation. Few are able to stand before the gas chambers of Auschwitz, or 
hear of the sexual abuse and murder of children, or read about the gruesome 
history of the American slave ships with nothing more than a subjectivistic 
shrug of indifference. In these cases, and millions of others, even those 
who claim that ethics are nothing but reports of subjectivistic feelings are 
rightly sickened and outraged far beyond their subjectivism. But, to be an 
ethical subjectivist and have absolute moral outrage, condemning another’s 
subjective ethics, is obviously irrational. No one can live consistently as an 
ethical subjectivist.

Similarly, philosophical skeptics live as if they know that they have a body, 
that other people exist, that oncoming cars on the highway are dangerous, 
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that death is real, etc. Again, there is a tension between what skeptics claim 
and how they live. Even though the conclusion of skepticism always depends 
on some knowledge claim (I know that sensations can be non-veridical, etc.), 
and that any argument for complete skepticism must always be invalid, the 
complete skeptic holds a view that claims knowledge of the external world 
is impossible. Yet, Schaeffer’s point is that skeptics’ philosophical claims 
are utterly betrayed by how they live. Even skeptics look both ways before 
they cross the street.

Again, determinists believe that people, including themselves, are merely 
immensely complex biological machines, but to the extent they actually live 
consistently with this philosophy the more unbearable their lives become. 
Finally, non-believers simply assume that the dictates of logic are the correct 
basis on which all arguments should be evaluated. Proposing arguments and 
evidence assumes an objective order in which logic is decisive in discover-
ing the relevant facts. But in a chance universe what reason could there be 
that a particular sequence of psychological states is relevant to discovering 
the truth? What could possibly justify logic? Schaeffer’s point here is that 
non-believers simply assume the absolute authority of logic, but this is at 
odds with their view that we live in an uncreated chance universe. In all of 
these cases, and many more, non-Christians do not grasp that they have no 
basis for the most important parts of their lives. They simply assume that 
their worldview is irrelevant to how they actually live.

Although Schaeffer never rejected the soundness of the traditional argu-
ments for God, he found them to be initially irrelevant, because of the default 
secular interpretation non-believers bring to every situation. In such a condi-
tion, arguments and evidence are easily dismissed. Many who have not spent 
five minutes examining the philosophical arguments for God often have a 
near endless string of reasons why they should be immediately rejected. The 
problem is not necessarily the arguments themselves, but in the viewpoint 
that non-believers bring to every situation.

Proofs and evidence alone are immensely overrated, simply because they 
do not necessarily reorient one’s mind towards the truth. Anything can be 
argued, and philosophical arguments are often so abstract and theoretical 
that they are safely isolated from most people’s actual lives. Pascal was on to 
something important, when he noted in the Pensées an inherent limitation 
of proofs in isolation from the rest of life:
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The metaphysical proofs for the existence of God are so far removed from human 

reasoning, and so complicated, that they have little force. When they do help 

some people it is only for the moment when they see the demonstration. An 

hour later they are afraid of having made a mistake.31

Pascal’s point was that arguments and evidence do not get deep enough 
into the human psyche to make a deep impact if one is looking for every 
possible way to avoid the religious conclusion. Each person is the final arbiter 
of what he or she will take seriously, and consequently, what he or she will 
believe. Therefore, people are not necessarily won over by evidence and 
argument alone. Unless one clearly grasps that everything is at stake, and 
is courageously committed to discovering the truth—no matter what the 
personal cost—argument alone rarely rises above the level of intellectual 
curiosity and diversion. Of course, one can deflect any conclusion by claiming 
that this question is too important to decide at the moment!

Finally, arguments alone are never enough to compel belief because every 
informative premise can be rejected at whim. Since any premise can be denied, 
any conclusion can be avoided. However, all forms of reasoned skepticism, 
as opposed to dogmatic skepticism, require premises which are known to 
be true; consequently, complete reasoned skepticism is self-contradictory.32 
Philosophical nirvana, in which a deductive argument with an informative 
conclusion can be derived from only analytic premises, is logically impossible.

Serious apologists aspire to represent God faithfully in their theology 
and apologetics (1 Cor 10:31), but they often have different conceptions 
of how that should be done. Schaeffer’s impulse was to incorporate the best 
of his former teachers, Machen and Van Til, while departing from them in 
vitally important ways.

Pushing Non-believers Toward Despair

Once Schaeffer found what was most important to a non-believer, he would 
gently and lovingly push that person to give up what his or her non-Christian 
view could not account for. If non-Christians lived consistently with the 
logical implications of their views, they would be dead, either by suicide 
(which Camus argued in “The Myth of Sisyphus” is the central philosophical 
question), or because they simply refused to conform to reality. At some 
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point, as Schaeffer pleaded with the person to be honest, he or she would 
reach intellectual and/or emotional despair, and discover for the first time 
that non-Christian worldviews cannot be lived. Guinness described this 
approach in Fool’s Talk:

Francis Schaeffer was quite simply the most brilliant and compassionate face-

to-face apologist I have ever met. I often watched him when I was younger, 

but his modeling the art was always far greater than his teaching on it. Many of 

those who did not know him but look to his books alone have been wooden in 

their application or have become so engrossed in discussions about the theory 

of apologetics that they rarely get round to doing what he did so well—actually 

leading people to faith, some starting a long, long way from faith.33

Schaeffer referred to this second step as “taking the roof off,” which allows 
non-believers to grasp the consequences of their views as they attempt to 
live consistently with what they claim is true. Since the Gospel is good news 
only to a person in a bad situation, Schaeffer followed Luther’s dictum to 
always preach the law before preaching the Gospel. He often remarked,

If I have only an hour with someone, I will spend the first 55 minutes asking 

questions and finding out what is troubling their heart and mind, and then in 

the last 5 minutes I will share something of the truth.34

Like the prodigal son who could only see clearly once he reached the 
reality of having to eat out of the pig trough (Luke 15:11-32), what many 
discovered for the first time in these apologetic discussions was how hope-
less life is apart from the infinite-personal God. Sometimes the evidence 
that convinces someone of error is not an argument but life itself. Although 
Schaeffer stressed that apologetics must never lose sight of the irreducible 
uniqueness of each person and become formulaic, he articulated two general 
principles that sum up his apologetic approach.  

The more logical a [non-Christian] man is to his own presuppositions, the further he is 

from the real world [and thus, increasingly despairing]; and the nearer he is to the real 

world, the more illogical he is to [i.e., inconsistent with] his own presuppositions [and 

thus happier, but without adequate justification].35
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People who engaged in this discussion with Schaeffer often remarked 
that he had tears in his eyes as he spoke with them. They sensed that he 
actually cared about them and that he felt their desperation as they painfully 
had everything they cared about stripped away. Schaeffer felt heartbroken 
affinity for the atheistic existentialist artists, poets, filmmakers, and philos-
ophers such as Fellini, Bergmann, Camus, Sartre, and Nietzsche who were 
courageous enough to look into the abyss and see the logical consequences 
of their non-Christian views. They saw that in a godless universe everything 
is utterly absurd and hopeless. Just like his rejection of public debates, Schaef-
fer had no interest in private debates. His purpose was not to set himself 
against people who were seeking, but to help set their inadequate philosophy 
against the way they actually live their lives. Similarly, by asking questions 
rather than making statements, Schaeffer would considerately inquire what 
the searcher thought of the insights of these thinkers whose lives were pre-
cariously perched on the razor edge of hopelessness. 

For some people the despair they reached was so profound that they 
actually contemplated taking their own lives. Once a person reached despair 
by seeing in the impossibility of actual living a non-Christian view, Schaef-
fer would quickly show that person specifically how Christianity would 
account for the very thing that had just been stripped away (e.g., a basis for 
objective morality, the reason why human life is immeasurably valuable, 
why love is more than mere biological impulse, why people are not simply 
biological entities, why life is meaningful, why death is not the final word, 
etc.). From there, Schaeffer was open to giving the despairing searcher 
relevant evidence. 

In that situation, if he or she had questions on the historicity of Christ’s resurrec-

tion and so on, we would deal with those. There are good and sufficient reasons 

to know that these things are true. We have already dealt with the fact of reality 

and everybody having to deal with reality: (1) the existence of the universe and 

its form; (2) the distinctiveness of man; and (3) you can relate these to a third 

thing, and that is the examination of the historicity of Scripture.36 

Finally, the last step is actually becoming a Christian. Since Christianity 
is an invitation to live one’s life with God on the basis of the life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ, one cannot enter into that new life without “doing 
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business” with God. As Martin Luther said, “To believe in God means that 
you go down on your knees.”

Schaeffer’s enduring relevance is due primarily to his understanding of 
historic Christianity as “true truth” addressing the ultimate questions which 
all people face. Schaeffer’s entire life—all his writings, all his lectures, all his 
correspondence, all his work at the L’Abri community in Switzerland, and all 
his personal relationships come down to this single point—if Christianity 
is not objectively true, then nothing in life makes any sense. Consequently, 
he said:

Knowledge precedes faith. This is crucial in understanding the Bible. To say, 

as a Christian should, that only the faith which believes God on the basis of knowledge is 

true faith, is to say something which causes an explosion in the twentieth-century world.37                

Appendix: Was Schaeffer a Postmodern Presuppositionalist?

In the last few years some respected Christian thinkers have claimed that 
Schaeffer is better seen as a postmodern presuppositionalist with respect 
to truth and knowledge than a classical, realist thinker. In Who’s Afraid of 
Postmodernism, James K. A. Smith suggests that it is possible to see Schaeffer 
this way. He writes:

I am, in some sense, carrying on the Schaefferian legacy … I want to demonstrate 

that, perhaps to Schaeffer’s surprise (and chagrin), the claims of postmodern-

ists such as Derrida and Foucault have something in common with his own 

account of knowledge and truth (insofar as Schaeffer recognized the role of 

presuppositions).38

Of course, there are different ways to conceive of the role presupposi-
tions play in our cognitive processes. Are they provisional hypotheses to be 
tested against our knowledge of the world, or are they starting points that 
cannot be challenged by reason and evidence—and therefore unassailable? 
The evidentialist holds the former and the presuppositionalist the latter. 
As Smith points out, Schaeffer often “remained ambiguous on this score.” 
When asked at conferences if he was a presuppositionalist or evidentialist, 



he always replied “Neither.”39 Partly due to the denominational disputes of 
his past, Schaeffer wanted to avoid theological controversies concerning 
how his apologetics should best be classified. For Schaeffer, the plight of the 
non-believer, who was struggling to make sense out of life, took precedence 
over everything else.  

Although Postmodernism as a movement did not emerge in Schaeffer’s 
lifetime, he anticipated much of it in his study of cultural trends. He thor-
oughly rejected it, as he saw how it left people trapped in the “upper story” 
of despair. In many of his lectures and sermons he was moved to the point of 
tears as he describes the hellish worlds that various artists, musicians, poets, 
philosophers, and writers faced, often on the edge of suicide—all equally 
without any hope of rational answers.

In Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism, Smith claims that, “What characterizes 
the postmodern condition, then, is not a rejection of grand stories in terms 
of scope or in the sense of epic claims, but rather an unveiling of the fact 
that all knowledge is rooted in some narrative or myth—an insight earlier 
made by Schaeffer and Van Til.”40 This is absolutely false, and I challenge 
Smith to produce a single passage in Schaeffer that even hints at such a thing. 
The irony of Smith’s claim here is that it contradicts Schaeffer’s entire life’s 
work, which was to communicate that the true truth of ultimate issues is 
knowable. Smith’s claim that “all knowledge is rooted in some narrative or 
myth” just means that narratives and myths themselves can never rise to the 
level of knowledge. This is exactly what Schaeffer meant by the upper story 
of irrationality, which he utterly repudiated.  

Notice also how Smith’s quotation above is self-refuting. The quotation 
itself is a knowledge claim; specifically about “the fact that all knowledge 
is rooted in some narrative or myth.” But if this is true then the knowledge 
expressed in this quotation is rooted in some narrative or myth. However, 
according to Smith, knowledge of how a particular narrative or myth is 
connected to reality is impossible.  

All postmodern philosophies require two levels of statements. On the 
one hand, there are statements rooted in the context of their particular 
narratives, myths, and presuppositions. They can only be justified by means 
of their place within the narratives, myths, and presuppositions in which 
they are grounded. On the other hand, there are the narratives, myths, and 
presuppositions themselves which are not grounded in narratives, myths, 
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and presuppositions, and, therefore must be non-rational. Since these can 
never be knowledge, we are left with no possible reason or evidence to 
choose any one over any others. Many people, adopting a postmodern 
approach, conveniently accept the narratives, myths, and presuppositions 
with which they were raised; but without the benefit of reason and evi-
dence, they have no way to know if their view is grounded in reality or not.  

Smith admits that postmodernism struggles with the problem of how 
“to adjudicate the competing claims” of different narratives, myths, and 
presuppositions, but he never proposes an adequate solution. For Schaeffer, 
not having a way to rationally adjudicate between Christianity, the Norse 
Religion, Hinduism, Satanism, Scientology, Christian Science—it’s neither 
Christian nor science—atheism, etc. would be utterly catastrophic because 
one is forever trapped in the upper story of non-rationality.

In analytic philosophy, Harvard professor Hilary Putnam came to many 
of the same conclusions as Schaeffer. Putnam, wanted to avoid both classical 
realism for technical issues concerning an adequate theory of reference, and 
relativism, but over decades of work, he kept failing to find a third option. 
He wanted to hold a classical realist view with respect to ethics, “Are not our 
ethics better than Nazi ethics?”—but his view of the mind and reference kept 
him from being a realist. On the other hand, relativism collapses in on itself 
because there are no objective standards at all. He claimed:

Wittgenstein’s seems to me to be an excellent argument against relativism in 

general. The argument is that the relativist cannot, in the end, make any sense 

of the distinction between being right and thinking he is right; and that means that 

there is, in the end, no difference between asserting or thinking, on the one hand, 

and making noises (or producing mental images) on the other. But this means that 

(on this conception) I am not a thinker at all but a mere animal. To hold such a 

view is to commit a sort of mental suicide.41

Putnam was concerned (the way a postmodern philosopher is) that percep-
tion and cognition always arise from a particular perspective or viewpoint. He 
initially thought this was incompatible with the classical realist view of truth 
and reason. In his words, we don’t have a “God’s-Eye View” of things. But, he 
found that this inference drives us right into relativism, the denial of truth.
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The correct moral to draw is not that nothing is right or wrong, rational or irra-

tional, true or false, and so on, but ... that there is no neutral place to stand, no 

external vantage point from which to judge what is right or wrong, rational or 

irrational, true or false. But is this not relativism after all?42

In each of Putnam’s major works he goes back and forth between realism 
and relativism, unable to land on either. (His problems with the realist view of 
truth are due to his prior commitment to physicalism in philosophy of mind 
and reference.) What Putnam found is that even the claim “We do not have 
a ‘God’s-Eye View’” can only be made from a God’s-Eye View perspective! 
In other words, every time someone claims that all our knowledge is rooted 
in our presuppositions, narratives, conceptual schemes, etc., this claim itself 
purports to be telling us how things actually are—independently of all pre-
suppositions, narratives, conceptual schemes, etc. In fact, every knowledge 
claim purports to tell us how things really are.

Coda

The claim of objectivity for the realist is founded on the existence of a mind-in-
dependent world. Whether or not the world is known, or perceived, or 
thought of, has no bearing whatsoever on its existence or nature. Truth is 
the goal that is aimed at, but is not necessarily reached. According to the 
classical realist view of truth and knowledge, correction is often possible if 
the mind has not grasped the world the way it actually is.  

We think we can consider things; we believe we are actually exploring and 
evaluating different philosophical and theological views. But, if postmod-
ernism is “true,” then we are confined within a narrative, or myth, or set of 
presuppositions. But, if this is so, how can we really be evaluating opposing 
perspectives? 

It seems like the possibility of actually considering the merits of any view, 
including postmodernism, requires that we must take a God’s-Eye View. This 
means that realism is a necessary prerequisite of actually doing philosophy 
and theology. The only other alternative is that everything is just story-tell-
ing, and each individual has his or her own story—but that can’t be a story.

A classical realist, such as Schaeffer, need not accept that there are no pre-
suppositions, narratives, myths, conceptual frameworks, or cultures, and that 
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these do not affect what people often think about things. Realism, further, 
need not be identified with some kind of naïve realism where everything that 
is perceived is actually the way the world is. We have all, at times, viewed the 
world incorrectly; and we all have the experience of needing to “go back” and 
check our prior perceptions to see if they matches reality or not.43

Schaeffer was most certainly not postmodern. He thought that we are 
able to rationally consider and check our views and presuppositions to see 
“which of these fits the facts of what is.”44 Finally, Schaeffer would point out 
that no matter what postmodern philosophers claim are their views, they 
live their normal, everyday lives as realists, by forming and correcting their 
views against the objective world that God has made.
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I have chosen to write about Francis Schaeffer’s spiritual integrity and a few 
of the many places where that integrity led him in his life’s work. It enables 
me to include the importance of his wife, Edith, and also to at least suggest 
something of the breadth of his contributions to church and world. First, by 
his “spiritual integrity” I certainly do not mean some sort of spiritual per-
fection. I mean his sense that God is really “there,” true and present with us 
here and now in every area of our lives, making a difference. Christian faith 
must be personally “real,” not only a mental acceptance of certain doctrines 
about God, salvation and his world. Many of us who knew him remarked 
that what he believed with firm confidence and followed with extraordinary 
commitment, he also experienced emotionally in great depth. He felt God’s 
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truth—whether it was the wonder of God’s glory and grace for himself and 
others, the suffering of individual people or compassion for the lostness of 
the non-Christian world.

It was spiritual integrity which led him to creative listening, thinking and 
praying into many areas of brokenness in the mid and late twentieth century. 
He was intensely aware of failures in the church which had become destructive 
to Christian individuals and also to the attractiveness and persuasiveness of 
Christ to the world which so needed him. 

I will try in this brief space to describe something of the scope of Francis 
Schaeffer’s thinking and its continuity into the work of L’Abri Fellowship 
which he and Edith had started in 1955, and is still going on with works 
now in nine countries. I thought that the best way to do this would be to 
look at what some of us in L’Abri have called “the five themes of L’Abri.” 
These themes are: (1) The Christian faith as true, (2) The supernatural 
as real, (3) The humanness of spirituality, (4) Living in the shadow of the 
Fall, and (5) All of life under the lordship of Christ. These themes were 
never intended to be a new creed or a statement of the most important 
Christian truths. They are simply teachings which the Schaeffers found 
had been ignored or misunderstood among Christians—with great cost 
to God’s kingdom. We could easily add another ten to these five. But we 
will limit our discussion to these five to make strategic corrections both 
within the church and in recovery of a credible Christian witness to those 
who are not Christians.

They were developed through the Schaeffers’ study and careful listening 
to Christian and non-Christian people for literally hours at a time, walking 
with them in the Swiss mountains and welcoming them into the hospitality 
of the study community that is L’Abri Fellowship. I am writing this having 
known Francis Schaeffer for many years while working in L’Abri with my 
wife Mardi, and continuing in that work for the 36 years since his passing. 
The five themes stood out in the Schaeffers’ teaching but they cannot be 
separated from their expression through the L’Abri communities around 
the world as they have been lived out by students, helpers and workers. I 
will be drawing from the Schaeffers’ writings but also from many lectures, 
discussions and conversations, with them and others which will be impos-
sible to footnote properly.
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The Christian Faith as True

It is very difficult to “contain” Francis Schaeffer’s view of truth because it 
touches everything he thought and did, but I will start in 1951 and 1952 
with what he called “a spiritual crisis in my own life.” Schaeffer had become 
a Christian many years before out of agnosticism, been a pastor and then 
a missionary in post-war Europe, but had become increasingly troubled 
by what he called “a lack of reality.” This was a crisis for him in two senses. 
He saw in many who held “the orthodox position,” little of the reality that 
the Bible teaches should be there as a result of believing in Christ. He also 
realized that his own sense of reality was less than when he had first become 
a Christian. He concluded that he had to “go back and rethink my whole 
position.”1 This meant cancelling all his speaking and writing commitments 
and rethinking his reasons for being a Christian at all—for months praying, 
thinking and walking in the Swiss mountains and when it rained, pacing back 
and forth in the hayloft of their chalet.

Through that time he came to see that “there were totally sufficient rea-
sons to know that the infinite-personal God does exist and that Christianity 
is true,” but he also saw and experienced in a new way “the meaning of the 
finished work of Christ for our present lives. Gradually the sun came out and 
the song came.” He went on to write, “This was and is the real basis of L’Abri. 
Teaching the historic Christian answers and giving honest answers to honest 
questions are crucial; but it was out of these struggles that the reality came 
without which an incisive work like L’Abri would not have been possible.”2

I will mention two of the many places that Francis Schaeffer’s view of 
truth “touched ground.” First, in his wide experience of the evangelical 
church, he agonized over how many had never even begun to wrestle with 
the truth of their own faith. Doubt was not only feared but often forbidden, 
so people were encouraged to stuff their doubts – perhaps the most danger-
ous thing you can do with them. He wrote that so many are told “‘Don’t ask 
questions, dear, just believe.’ It was more spiritual to believe without asking 
questions than it was to ask questions.”3 I remember a student who came to 
our branch of L’Abri in Massachusetts. He had been a Christian for several 
years and wanted to study prayer, which he had found difficult. We set up his 
study program together on prayer. Three days later he came back to me and 
said, “Dick, actually I don’t believe there is a God.” I commended him for 
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the honesty of his struggle and then helped him put together a completely 
different program of study. I have often thought of how frustrating it had 
been for him to beat up on himself for his inability to pray while at the same 
time pretending to believe in a God whom he doubted was even there to 
pray to. Schaeffer’s plea was that because the Christian faith is true, we must 
be encouraged to put doubts and questions honestly on the table whenever 
they are there, even as he had done himself. Schaeffer’s spiritual integrity 
led him to wear a number of hats all at the same time—of the pastor, the 
theologian and the Christian apologist.

The second area has to do with the unity of truth and his critique of modern 
intellectual history. Again, in his spiritual integrity, he saw the need for a much 
more incisive understanding of the non-Christian culture of which we are a 
part, in order for us to live well before God in it and be taken seriously by it. 
He wrote, “Christianity demands that we have enough compassion to learn 
the questions of our generation. The trouble with too many of us is that we 
want to be able to answer these questions instantly … It cannot be.”4 He saw 
also that if Christian people were to be equipped to challenge the mindset 
around them rather than being swept away by its power or isolated by their 
own belligerence toward it, he would have to make something accessible to 
a wide population—not just written from one academic to other academics.

In looking at the Enlightenment and its failures, he observed a destruc-
tive split in the idea of truth which has captured much of Western Culture. 
He called it the “existential methodology.” They divided all knowledge into 
what Schaeffer called upper and lower stories. The “lower story” had to do 
with where we live, love, work, build things, do science and technology. In 
this lower story we can describe what we see and do with human language 
using rational discussion and persuasion, because mathematics and logic 
apply here. However, the more human nature was studied without reference 
to a Creator God but from the spirit of human autonomy, the more human 
stature shrunk to the point that we are only complex machines. 

Schaeffer quoted George Wald as a prime example. He was a Harvard 
chemistry professor who asserted in triumph that we now know that a human 
being is only a product of chance. He claimed that “Four hundred years ago 
there was a collection of molecules named Shakespeare which produced 
Hamlet.”5 Schaeffer continued, “According to these theories, that is all that 
man can be. Man beginning with his proud, proud humanism, tried to make 
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himself autonomous, but rather than becoming great, he had found himself 
ending up as only a collection of molecules—and nothing more.”6 But this 
conclusion presented enormous problems. A collection of molecules cannot, 
honestly, account for Shakespeare. Who can live relating to self and others 
only as collections of molecules? How can a collection of molecules have 
dignity, freedom, value—or rights? It can’t. If we live only on the lower 
story, we face a bleak and desolate prospect of facts without meanings, since 
biology can tell us nothing about what we need and treasure most in life. 
So, if locked in on the lower story, humans become the most extraordinary 
misfits on the planet.

This is why the “upper story” is so important to this post-Enlightenment 
mindset. They could not turn back to the God of the Bible (who had held 
facts and meanings together) without abandoning the Enlightenment com-
mitment to be free from God’s authority. The upper story had to function 
as something of a God-substitute which promised to relieve the bleakness 
and despair of inhabiting the lower story. An upper story was posited, which 
contained hopes and ideas that could suggest meanings to us, to give some 
sense of value and significance to our lives, though these hopes would not 
have a rational foundation or base to support them. In Schaeffer’s words, 
“…people gave up the concept of a rational, unified field of knowledge and 
accepted instead the idea of a leap of faith in those areas which make people 
distinctive as people—purpose, love, morals and so on.”7

Here is the modern division of truth. The “lower story” had to do with 
facts without meaning and the “upper story” with meanings without facts 
or rational connection to the factual world. Francis Schaeffer had an ability 
to identify with and feel the despair of people wrestling seriously with these 
ideas, which was part of his gift as an apologist and evangelist. 

Schaeffer also pointed to the streams of modern Christian theology which 
have adapted themselves to this same divided truth to stay in step with 
modern culture. Those who do this put the Bible in the lower story—a text 
in this factual world, with its mistakes, antiquated ideas, socially constructed 
ethics and superstitious narratives. But in the upper story it can speak of 
God, Christ, salvation, redemption, heaven and have these words mean to 
us whatever we find helpful to believe. This is because these religious words 
in the upper story only carry connotations, symbols and metaphors from 
past Christian memory, and are not bound to any factual status. The upper 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.2 (2020)

84

story is locked into theological relativism because no one can really have 
knowledge of God in categories which could be true or false in any ordi-
nary sense. With this divided truth, one can believe that the body of Jesus 
is decomposed dust somewhere in Palestine but still find the Easter story 
hopeful or transformative and so declare it to be “true.”

Francis Schaeffer’s strong conviction was that this division betrays bibli-
cal faith. The Bible challenges it with a unified view of truth. The God who 
has made us in his image has communicated with us in human language 
which he had created in part for that very purpose. He is perfectly capable 
of using language to inform us about both facts and meanings which are 
true about himself, ourselves and how we are to live in relationship with 
him. It can be rationally understood truly but never exhaustively. As he 
wrote, “The unity is there because God has spoken truth into all areas of 
our knowledge.”8 

Francis Schaeffer wrote, “I often think that one of the reasons there is 
such an air of unreality in much of the church, and for many people, is that 
they do not understand what is really meant when we say Christianity is 
true. This does not mean that Christianity is merely true to a creed, though 
we should be true to our creeds. It is not even that it is true to the Bible, 
though certainly our Christianity should be true to the full inspiration of 
Scripture. But it is rather that Christianity is true to what is really there. It 
explains the universe and its form. It gives us the truth about who man9 is 
and—the great requirement—the truth that God is there. It tells us that the 
final environment is not impersonal, but personal.”10

The Supernatural as Real

The use of the word “supernatural” has been problematic, so Francis Schaeffer 
wanted to be clear about what he meant by the word. “The “supernatural” 
is really no more unusual in the universe, from the biblical viewpoint, than 
what we normally call the natural. The only reason we call it the supernat-
ural part is because usually we cannot see it. That is all.”11 As an example he 
points to Jesus, “Between His resurrection and His ascension He appeared 
and disappeared many times. He often went back and forth between the seen 
and he unseen world in those forty days.”12 So to do a miracle, it is not as if 
God had to break some natural law. A miracle is God using different means 
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than what we are used to, to do his work against evil in the world.
Schaeffer believed that the Christian faith is intrinsically a supernatural 

religion in that it holds that these two worlds exist, the seen and the unseen. 
This commitment is necessary in our theological convictions and in the 
daily practice of our faith—otherwise faith has collapsed under the forces 
of secularism and materialism. To illustrate this truth he suggested that we 
think of two chairs in a room. We are sitting in one or the other chair every 
moment of our lives. The man sitting in the first chair faces the whole of 
reality, the seen and the unseen worlds and that informs his whole life. The 
second chair is for the man who believes only in the visible world and that 
informs his whole life. One will be right and the other wrong. They cannot 
both be right. If there are two halves to reality, the man in the second chair 
has completely misunderstood the universe. But for the Christian it means 
really living in the first chair, in awareness of both worlds. Schaeffer wrote, 
“… it is perfectly possible for a Christian to be so infiltrated by twentieth-cen-
tury thinking that he lives most of his life as though the supernatural were 
not there. Indeed, I would suggest that all of us do this to some extent.”13 
The danger is that one can be a Christian but spend much of his or her life 
sitting in the chair of the materialist in the most basic ways of having desires 
and making choices as if God was not there. He called this “unfaith.” The 
non-Christian is in unbelief but the Christian sitting in the materialist’s chair 
is in unfaith. If we are in unfaith, we are only playing at the Christian life like 
children playing with toy soldiers when there is actually a real war going on 
around them. This is because “the real battle is not against flesh and blood 
but is in the heavenlies, and I cannot partake in that battle in the flesh.”14 

As Francis and Edith Schaeffer began L’Abri in 1955 they realized as 
they looked back, that if all the promises about prayer and the Holy Spirit 
had somehow been removed from the Bible, that it might not have made 
too much of a difference to them. They concluded that they could not go 
on in that way. They started L’Abri to stand against tendencies of unfaith 
for believers and those in the work and also to try to provide evidence to 
the non-Christian that there really is a living God at work in the world 
even though we cannot see him. It meant a very conscious dependence on 
prayer. They decided to never do fund raising for L’Abri in any form but to 
pray for money to be given to provide for all needs. In the same way they 
chose to not try to recruit students or workers to L’Abri but to pray for God 
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to guide the people of his choice to the work and to resist five and ten year 
planning for the organization itself. I can say personally that the result was 
a community of very real vitality in which the existence of the community 
itself was a witness to the truth of the invisible God. This reality challenged 
me profoundly as a non-Christian wandering Europe in 1964.

It is important here to realize the gifts of Edith Schaeffer in her prodigious 
energy and creative work making the L’Abri community function but also 
in her high awareness of the supernatural workings of God in the world 
and ability to communicate this to a wide range of people. In her book, 
The Tapestry, she weaves together the mysterious work of God with human 
struggles and choices which become the flow of history that we read about 
and experience.15

The Humanness of Spirituality

Francis Schaeffer wrote that we often associate being “only human” with being 
sinful … “but in a more profound sense, the Christian is called to exhibit 
the characteristics of true humanity, because being a man is not intrinsically 
being sinful man, but being that which goes back before the Fall, to man 
made in the image of God. Therefore Christians in their relationship should 
be the most human people you will ever see. This speaks for God in an age 
of inhumanity and impersonality and facelessness.”16 

Schaeffer addressed a tension between humanness and ideas of spiritual 
maturity. If our theology holds that we are basically worms, having no value 
unless we are doing specifically religious activities by the power of the Holy 
Spirit, we will miss the very positive view of humanity made explicit by 
our creation as images of God. Schaeffer used the term “glorious ruin” to 
describe every human person. We are glorious by creation, having been 
made to resemble God, but fallen into ruin by betraying God through our 
sin. Our likeness to God has not been lost in the Fall but seriously bent and 
twisted by it. We are still “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps 139:14) 
even after the Fall.

The question is raised, what does God aim at doing in the process of our 
salvation, after our justification? A good way to begin the answer would be 
that he is renewing and restoring our likeness to himself. Jesus is the perfect 
image of God and our calling is to imitate him, to become like Jesus who 
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lived out human excellence. As we do that, our particular likeness to God 
becomes more real in and through us in a way that it could not in any other 
individual. You could think of it as being like restoring a fine painting which 
has been seriously damaged but which can be brought back at least closer 
to its earlier grandeur. The final resurrection of the bodies of all believers is 
the finale of God’s renewal of our humanness.17

A woman came to L’Abri who loved playing the violin and played it well. 
She had been told by well-meaning Christians that she should give up her 
violin as a witness that she loved God more than her music. What they had 
missed was that our witness is to use every gift that God has given us to praise, 
worship and honor God by our use of it. If it gives us great joy, so much the 
greater praise! Any beauty that we may create is a reflection and response to the 
extraordinary beauty that God has invested in his creation. How amazing that 
God has given us the capacity to appreciate beauty and to even create beauty 
ourselves, each in our own ways. But we should say this not just about beauty, 
but about justice, healing, teaching, doing science, running a business, serving 
others and the use of all of our God-imaging gifts in his service.

Edith Schaeffer was very gifted at communicating these truths in word 
and deed, with great attention to beauty in detail. Her book, Hidden Art,18 
has helped many people to make this real. I remember that a friend of mind 
stumbled into the Schaeffers’ L’Abri chalet late one night, unannounced and 
a stranger. Edith Schaeffer was still up, working in the kitchen on meals for 
the next day and quickly discovered that he had not had a meal in a long 
time. Within minutes, filled with conversation, she brought him a tray with a 
hot meal, a tiny flower arrangement and a lit candle on the tray. He couldn’t 
believe it. But it was a small piece of what eventually enabled him to believe 
that a loving God is really there. This is the humanness of spirituality and the 
spirituality of humanness which is so needed in this world of “inhumanity 
and impersonality and facelessness.”

Living in the Shadow of the Fall

We have mentioned Francis Schaeffer’s use of the designation of each human 
person as a “glorious ruin,” and found the “glory” in being made in the likeness 
of God himself. When it comes to the “ruin,” we are dealing with sin and 
the Fall. Schaeffer saw, in a world filled with utopian thinking, dogmas of 
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inevitable progress and pop-culture sentimentality, that there was a serious 
need to be enlightened by the idea of the Fall and its present day applications. 
He saw these consequences to be extremely far-reaching, into every area of 
our lives. Here is a compressed form of his view, from the third chapter of 
Genesis. 

From the Christian viewpoint, all the alienations that we find in man have come 

because of man’s historic, space-time fall. First of all, man is separated from God; 

second, he is separated from himself (thus the psychological problems of life); 

third, he is separated from other men (thus the sociological problems of life); 

fourth, he is separated from nature (thus the problems of living in the world—for 

example, the ecological problems). All these need healing.19

If we start with the nature of sin as described in the Bible, we will begin to 
see the challenge of living in the shadow of the fall. The temptation which led 
them into rebellion against God in the garden was the promise that if they 
ate the fruit “…your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing 
good and evil” (Gen 3:5). This was not just the breaking of an arbitrary rule 
but a grasp at divine status and authority as God’s rivals. It was an attempt to 
step out of their place as finite creatures of God, to have God-like authority 
especially over good and evil themselves. This is the direction toward which 
sin has warped us ever since, toward feeling entitled to autonomy, being a 
law unto ourselves. No wonder Adam and Eve hid in the bushes when God 
approached them in the garden, knowing already that something had gone 
terribly wrong with their mutiny. Their relationship to God was broken 
and for them and their descendants, the only hope of reconciliation would 
depend on mercy from the God they had offended. Schaeffer wrote, “Man 
no longer has the communion with God that he was meant to have. There-
fore, he cannot fulfill the purpose of his existence—to love God with all his 
heart, soul and mind.”20 The consequences of this alienation cause disorder 
in every area of human life.

The second separation is that there will be internal alienations and lack 
of integrity within us. We are separated from ourselves and can immediately 
think of countless psychological conflicts. Schaeffer writes, “Thus we have 
self-deception. All men are liars, but, most importantly, each man lies to 
himself. The greatest falsehood is not lying to other men, but to ourselves.” 
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He goes on to say that this self-deception undermines our ability to have 
true knowledge, since our perspective itself is warped. We tend to use our 
God-imaging capacities not so much to image God but to glorify ourselves. 
We can be cruel, but we have a great investment in covering our tracks, 
doing damage control, hiding our sin from ourselves and each other. Sin 
also separates us from God’s high purpose for our sexuality, enabling men 
and women to reduce sex to exploitation of each other.21 The final internal 
separation is body from spirit in our death.

The third separation of the fall is the alienation of people from each other. 
The immediate social response after the fall was blame shifting and recrimina-
tion. Not long after in this new family, one brother murders the other. It should 
not surprise us that human history tells of the readiness of one person to use 
another for selfish ends, an extraordinary ability to inflict suffering on each 
other as well as to tolerate the suffering of others while doing nothing about it. 
The stakes get higher and lines of moral responsibility get more complex when 
the players are larger communities of people even up to the size of nations, 
given human proclivity to exploitation, corruption and war. There never has 
been a fully just society, a fully harmonious marriage or fully unified church. 
That should grieve us but not surprise or ultimately discourage us.

The fourth separation is the separation of people from nature. Schaeffer 
writes, “Man has lost his full dominion, and now nature itself is often a means 
of judgment.”22 The Genesis account states that work will involve toil and 
finally, “… you are dust and to dust you shall return” (Gen 3:19). Humans 
were made to have dominion over the earth as stewards but after the Fall, 
the earth has dominion over us all, as every graveyard illustrates. Schaeffer 
again, “The simple fact is that in wanting to be what man as a creature could 
not be, man lost what finite man could be in his proper place … Man still 
stands in the image of God—twisted, broken, abnormal, but still the image-
bearer of God … By the Fall man has not lost his being as a human being. 
He has not lost those things which he intrinsically is as a man. He has not 
become an animal or a machine. And as I look out over the human race and 
see the lost—separated from God, separated from themselves, separated 
from other people, separated from nature—they are still people. Man still 
has tremendous value.”23

We have looked briefly at the Fall and its consequences. Questions that 
start lively discussions in L’Abri branches are, “OK, how are we meant to live 
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in this world? What does it mean to live in the shadow of the Fall? How do we 
avoid cynicism or resignation on one side and naïve optimism on the other?”

A place to begin might be to think carefully about how we learn our 
expectations. Where do they come from? They have an enormous influence 
on what we aim at in our lives but also on how we respond to things that 
happen to us from beyond our control. What do we expect for ourselves? 
Why? Does being close to God mean that we will get rich? Not get cancer? 
Never have a bad car accident? Be happy? Live to old age? If we think so, we 
are likely to be in for unnecessary trouble.

One spiritual director remarked from her long experience that Christian 
people are apt to pursue a life that is made up of a “workable framework of 
rules in a fixable world that most of us can follow without any real effort.”24 
Can you imagine where these expectations come from? Can you see where 
they might lead? Can you think of how they might collide with the separations 
that we have just described or the truths of the rest of the Bible?

To highlight the importance of expectations and how we soak them up 
from our culture, I will quote part of a passage from Daniel Boorstin, a 
social historian of the past generation. It is about what he calls “extravagant 
expectations” in modern America.

We expect anything and everything. We expect the contradictory and the impossible. 

We expect compact cars which are spacious, luxurious cars which are economical. 

We expect to be rich and charitable, powerful and merciful, active and reflective, 

kind and competitive. We expect to be inspired by mediocre appeals for excellence, 

to be made literate by illiterate appeals for literacy. We expect to eat and stay thin, 

to be constantly on the move and ever more neighborly, to go to the “church of 

our choice” and yet feel its guiding power over us, to revere God and to be God.

Never have people been more the masters of their environment. Yet never has 

a people felt more deceived and disappointed. For never has a people expected 

so much more than the world could offer.25

Boorstin pictures a world which is designed from the blueprint of my 
desires and sense of entitlement. It may seem to work for us for a while—if 
we are young, rich, healthy, happy, attractive, powerful and popular. Other-
wise, it is no surprise that it disappoints. 

How often do we allow ourselves to think, “If only one thing were different 
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in our lives, everything would click together and my life would make sense?”: 
“If only my job was more fulfilling…”; “If only I was married…”; If only I 
wasn’t married…”; “If only I was more financially secure…”; “If only my 
church was…”. These are all important variables in our lives but none of 
them can provide a guarantee of the frustration-free existence which we 
may let ourselves imagine.

There is a lot to be said positively for internalizing the negative realities 
of our fallenness into our expectations. It makes a difference in communi-
ties small and large, whether there is room made for failure and for dealing 
with what goes wrong. Communities tend to last longer when allowances 
are made for imperfection. Marriages, to flourish, need two people who are 
pretty good at confession, forgiveness and reproof when needed. Govern-
ments able to maintain justice over time tend to need checks and balances 
by the separation of powers which can anticipate and block power abuse. In 
contrast, it is easy to think of good but imperfect relationships, communities 
and institutions which have been smashed by people demanding something 
closer to perfection. The connection between utopian political “experiments” 
and terror is well established.

The Bible is a book which overwhelmingly deals with human failures and 
the ways God helps us to deal with them—all the way to the return of Christ 
and the final resurrection. God does this not by helping us to ignore, deny or 
hide them, pretending everything is wonderful now. In the wisdom of Prov-
erbs, “the righteous man falls seven times and rises again, but the wicked are 
overthrown by a calamity” (Prov 24:16). Notice that the difference between 
them is not that the wicked habitually falls down and the righteous always 
remain standing. It is that the identity of the righteous is not undone by his 
or her own failures—their trust is in the God of mercy in his forgiveness and 
help—so they know they can get up again and keep walking. Perfection is 
not possible in this life but with God’s help change is possible. The answer 
is not giving in to cynicism or resignation. By God’s grace we can make a 
difference in ourselves and in the world around us.

Francis Schaeffer wrote, “I have discovered that hard twentieth-century 
people do not expect Christians to be perfect. They do not throw it in our 
teeth when, individually or corporately, they find less than perfection in us. 
They do not expect perfection, but they do expect reality; and they have a 
right to expect reality, upon the authority of Jesus Christ.”26
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All of Life under the Lordship of Christ

This theme sounds strange to the ears of some Christians. Isn’t it too obvious 
to discuss this among those who believe in Christ’s divinity? I have never 
met a Christian who claimed that Christ was the Lord of three-quarters or 
some lesser percentage of his or her life. But it is not so simple, because it 
is not at all obvious when and if the lordship of Christ is getting narrowed, 
abridged, compromised, ignored, defied or forgotten. This was a major 
concern for Francis Schaeffer, and one of the unifying themes in his work. 
I will quote him at some length.

There is no dichotomy in the Bible between the intellectual and cultural on one 

hand and the spiritual on the other. But often there has been a strong Platonic 

emphasis in evangelicalism, a strong tendency to divide man into two parts—his 

spiritual nature and everything else. We must take that conception like a piece 

of baked clay, break it in our hands, and throw it away. We must consciously 

reject the Platonic element which has been added to Christianity. God made 

the whole man; the whole man is redeemed in Christ. And after we are Chris-

tians, the Lordship of Christ covers the whole man. That includes his so-called 

spiritual things and his intellectual, creative and cultural things; it includes his 

law, his sociology, and psychology; it includes every single part and portion of 

a man and his being…

If Christianity is truth as the Bible claims, it must touch every aspect of life. 

If I draw a pie and that pie comprises the whole of life, Christianity will touch 

every slice. In every sphere of our lives, Christ will be our Lord and the Bible 

will be our norm.27

Schaeffer refers to a particular set of ideas and practices which is actually 
alien to the worldview of the Bible but which has been quite seductive to 
Christian people for so long that it can be hard to untangle from true faith. 
It follows the direction of Plato’s thinking in putting spirit over and against 
matter but it also includes the opposition of “sacred” from “secular.” As 
Schaeffer said, it opposes “the intellectual and cultural on the one hand 
and the spiritual on the other.” It divides life between the “sacred,” which 
means things which address God directly such as prayer, worship, Bible 
study, spiritual gifts, church life and evangelism, from what is “secular.” 
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What “secular” means is what is basically all the rest of life and involvement 
in God’s creation—politics, the arts, music, the life of the mind in general, 
education, law, farming, the business world, medicine, economics, science, 
the environment, social justice. Concern and work in these “secular” areas is 
not necessarily sin (because much of it is necessary for society to function), 
but it is less important, less pleasing to God. He cares less about them since 
they are not related as directly to the eternal. You can be involved with them 
but you should not be passionate about them because that would show less 
than full loyalty to God.

Certainly the opposition between spiritual and material does not exist in 
the Bible which begins by God’s creation of a material universe and ends in 
its renewal. C. S. Lewis is helpful here, “There is no good trying to be more 
spiritual than God. God never meant man to be a purely spiritual creature. 
That is why He uses material things like bread and wine to put new life 
into us. We may think this rather crude and unspiritual. God does not. He 
invented eating. He likes matter. He invented it.”28

I was trying to explain these ideas to one of our students, when he asked 
with some exasperation, “Well, tell me, what is more spiritual to do, to pray 
or to wash dishes?” His assumption was that anyone could tell that it was 
more spiritual to pray, but that answer assumed the very sacred/secular 
division that I wanted him to give up. I disappointed him by saying, “I can’t 
say which is more intrinsically pleasing to God. I can imagine occasions when 
it might actually be sin to pray instead of washing dishes—like when it is 
your turn to wash dishes.” 

It seems that praying or washing dishes can be either honoring to God or 
actually sinful—depending on all sorts of variables. (In certain situations 
you could do either just to show off your spiritual superiority to an observing 
public.) If I say that praying is automatically more pleasing to God, I begin 
to feel like a follower of Plato (“Turn to higher things, the material world 
isn’t important, let the dirty dishes pile up, it doesn’t really matter.”) If on 
the other hand I say that dish washing is intrinsically more pleasing to God 
than praying, I begin to feel like a Marxist (“The material world is all there is, 
praying is just a pious excuse that Christians have thought up to get someone 
else to wash their dishes.”)

Allowing this opposition of sacred and secular brings a division where the 
Bible does not allow it. The Bible teaches that the whole creation is good and 
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challenges us to choose for Christ as lord in every area of life. The sacred/
secular view sets different parts of God’s creation against each other, tearing 
the fabric of God’s creation. But the Bible shows the real conflict not to be 
between parts of God’s creation, but in our choices for or against God’s will in 
every part of God’s creation. Nothing is neutral or irrelevant to God in our lives.

One of the places where these ideas have always been important at L’Abri 
is in questions about vocation, a major source of anxiety today. The sacred/
secular mistake has done its damage. From it, many people have a picture 
of a vocational pyramid. At the top, closest to God and for those who most 
mean business with him are vocations of Christian ministry, evangelism or at 
least “full time Christian work” of some sort. The next level down, for those 
less fully committed to God would be the “helping professions” of medicine, 
teaching, counseling, social work, since they are directed toward people. For 
the lower level, those still less dedicated to God, there is the business world, 
science, farming, the arts, law, and politics.

The attraction of this pyramid is that it takes choices of enormous com-
plexity that a Christian person must wrestle with, and seems to provide a 
way to radically simplify and prioritize those choices. The problem is that 
the Bible does not give us this pyramid or these priorities. The apostle Paul 
even said things like, “…aspire to live quietly, to mind your own affairs, and 
to work with your hands, as we directed you” (1 Thess 4:11). The New 
Testament did not tell Roman soldiers who became Christians to quit the 
military and become missionaries. It does suggest a wide openness to serve 
God wherever God may lead you and that your service is part of your wor-
ship of Christ as lord. Vocations are not ranked by God. I can imagine some 
situations in which we might want to trade quite a few theologians and even 
some missionaries for one good plumber. Of course there are also other 
situations when we would need one good theologian more than an army of 
plumbers—all because the body of Christ is made up by many members 
with different gifts and callings, and the ways to serve the common good 
are immensely diverse.

So, the line separating what does and does not please God does not run 
between praying and dishwashing, between evangelism and carpentry, or 
between Christian ministry and farming or running a business that serves 
the common good. They are all activities within God’s good creation. But 
the separating line does run between serving others and refusing to serve 
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others, between generosity and greed, between motivations of humility and 
arrogance in any activity, between obeying and disobeying Jesus as you do 
any of the tasks we could mention. 

Of course there are some occupations which are intrinsically sinful, such 
as robbery, prostitution, dealing illegal drugs or running the mob. But that 
leaves a lot of room for a great range of vocations to which God might call 
us. Schaeffer often said that all tasks can be pleasing to God, except what is 
sin. There are also warnings in the Bible to not let ourselves be so dominated 
by anything in this good, created world that we make it a God-substitute, or 
idol, whether it is material or non-material. That is not because this created 
world is bad or unimportant to God. Creation is good but it is not God. 
Don’t treat it as God. Treat only God as God and his good creation as his 
good creation.

There are many casualties of the sacred/secular syndrome. I have known 
some who felt unable to occupy the top of the pyramid since they did not feel 
that they had gifts for “full time Christian ministry.” They then devalued their 
“secular” work in their own eyes, and so did it half-heartedly, instrumentally, as 
something to be endured because it was necessary to live, but not something 
that God cared about. They often invested little creativity or imagination in 
their work and then found it boring. They sometimes become vulnerable to 
the powerful idolatries of our society which do capture imaginations which 
had been unmotivated or unfocused.

 If we don’t think God cares much about our work in the “secular” world, 
we are unlikely to have a faith which inspires Jesus’ followers to do con-
structive, helpful, creative and interesting things in God’s world to serve 
him in serving the common good. In the midst of the present polarizing 
atmosphere of our “culture wars,” this is especially important for Christian 
people to live out. Tim Keller, certainly a defender of Biblical truth, wrote, 
“‘Evangelical’ used to denote people who claimed the high moral ground; 
now, in popular usage, the word is nearly synonymous with ‘hypocrite.’”29 
In so far as he is right about this popular usage, it becomes, to say the least, 
a major obstacle to evangelism. This is a great loss of the persuasive power 
to show Jesus to be attractive and credible in our society. Jesus expects us 
to be part of a public witness to God’s justice, love, creativity, compassion, 
to be salt and light in the world,  “…that  they may see your good deeds and 
praise your Father in heaven” (Matt 5:16).
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Our minds are to be renewed and offered to God. Even our most mundane 
activities are things that he cares about. The apostle Paul wrote that we are 
to eat “in honor of the Lord” (Rom 14:6), giving thanks to God. We are to 
work “as to the Lord” (Eph 6:7). He writes of our sexuality that it is import-
ant to God because our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, “…you were 
bought with a price, therefore glorify God in your body” (1 Cor 6:19-20). 
That is eating, working and the expression of our sexuality—those are about 
as “secular” as you can get. Yet here is the Scripture saying “These things 
matter to God. He cares about your response to him in each of these ways.”

I will end with Francis Schaeffer’s emphasis on the arts under the lordship 
of Christ. “For a Christian redeemed by the work of Christ and living within 
the norms of the Scripture and under the leadership of the Holy Spirit, the 
Lordship of Christ should include an interest in the arts. A Christian should 
use these arts to the glory of God—not just as tracts, but as things of beauty 
to the praise of God. An art work can be a doxology in itself.”30

I have tried to show in these five themes something of the fruit of Francis 
Schaeffer’s spiritual integrity as it has touched individual Christian people, 
the church and the Christian faith in the world. I have tried to show also that 
they did not die with him but are vital and relevant in the work of L’Abri which 
has followed him. Of these themes, the lordship of Christ over all of life is 
the most inclusive. It was a unifying theme in all of his life’s work. He saw it 
as a birthright of the Protestant Reformation which had fallen into neglect, 
but which was surely recoverable. In fact in the years since his passing, a great 
deal has happened which is encouraging toward this recovery. 

As the Psalmist says, “The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, 
and those who live in it; for he has founded it on the seas, and established 
it on the rivers” (Ps 24:1-2). As Isaiah saw the vision of God in the temple 
and heard the Seraphim say, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts, the whole 
earth is full of his glory” (Isa 6:3). Do you see a little bit of that glory?
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Francis Schaeffer—
An Appreciation
Barry Seagren

Barry Seagren received his BA in Physics from Haverford College and then worked 

as an engineer in the US space program. During that time he was converted and his 

life redirected. He received his MDiv from Covenant Seminary, graduating first in his 

class and winning the homiletics prize. During his Covenant years he spent a summer 

at L’Abri in Switzerland where he met his English wife, Veronica. After Covenant Sem-

inary they joined the staff of L’Abri, serving for 23 years first in Switzerland, then in 

Southborough, MA, and finally in Greatham, England. Barry then became pastor of the 

church that had grown out of the English L’Abri, serving there for twelve years before 

retiring. He and his wife continue to live in England where they have three children 

and eight grandchildren. They try to contribute where they can in their church and 

community and family.

The person who touched me more deeply and shaped me more profoundly 
than anyone else was Francis Schaeffer. He had his faults and his critics. 
It’s not my purpose to discuss those. I want to briefly recount his life in an 
attempt to show why he had such an impact on me and on so many others, 
and why his legacy is still crucial for us today.

Francis Schaeffer was born in Philadelphia in 1912. He was the only child 
of working class, unbelieving parents. He was converted at the age of 18. He 
had become interested in philosophy and was reading some of the Greek 
and Latin classics. He started to read the Bible, not because he believed it 
or expected to find anything in it, but simply out of intellectual curiosity. 
He used to tell of having Ovid and the Bible at his bedside. Over time, he 
found he was reading less and less of Ovid and more and more of the Bible. 
What he discovered was that the biblical worldview provided answers to 
the fundamental questions of life that philosophy was raising, but could not 
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answer. There was no dramatic conversion, but over a period of six months, 
all on his own, he became a Christian. That conversion gave him a profound 
confidence in the Bible.

He always argued the truth of the Christian faith in terms of these basic 
biblical ideas, what he called presuppositions.1 Three themes ran through 
all his thinking: (1) the existence of the infinite-personal God as the only 
basis for meaning and for moral absolutes; (2) our creation in the image of 
God as the only explanation for our humanness—love, morality, language, 
creativity, spiritual aspirations; (3) a real space-time fall as the only way we 
can understand suffering and evil and still say that God is good. Only the 
biblical worldview enables us to make sense of reality.

He went to university, despite the objections of his father. Just before his 
last year at university he met Edith, the daughter of CIM missionary parents, 
and they were married right after he graduated. Then after three years in 
seminary he became a pastor. He had three churches, the first among farmers, 
the second among dock workers, and the third a city church in St. Louis, 
Missouri. He often said that the dock workers asked the same questions as 
the intellectuals, only in different language.

He was becoming a leader in his denomination, and in 1947 his mission 
board sent him on a three month fact-finding trip to Europe. That time was 
a turning point in his life. He travelled all over Europe, meeting all sorts of 
Christian leaders, and he spent his free time in the art galleries and museums. 
He was waking up to the arts and the humanities and to general culture. He 
was starting to see how philosophical ideas were expressed in art, music, 
cinema, etc., and how these ideas shaped the general culture and filtered 
down to the way ordinary people thought and lived. Ideas have consequences, 
or “ideas have legs,” as he put it. He was beginning to see the connections, 
beginning to see the big picture. He was beginning to understand modern 
culture: its nature, its roots, and how Christians can speak into it.

Years later, he opened his book, How Should We Then Live? with these 
words: 

There is a flow to history and culture. This flow is rooted and has its wellspring 

in the thoughts of people. People are unique in the inner life of the mind—what 

they are in their thought world determines how they act. This is true of their value 

systems and it is true of their creativity. It is true of their corporate actions, such 
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as political decisions, and it is true of their personal lives. The results of their 

thought world flow through their fingers or from their tongues into the external 

world. This is true of Michelangelo’s chisel, and it is true of a dictator’s sword.2 

His mission board then asked him to work permanently in Europe, and 
so in 1948 the Schaeffers moved to Switzerland. In 1951 he went through a 
crisis of faith. He was part of a narrow separatist group which often seemed 
more interested in fighting error than in loving God, and the cold orthodoxy 
nearly killed him. I remember him saying that he and his colleagues could 
drive hundreds of miles together to meetings and never once warm one 
another spiritually. He realized that his own spiritual life had become dry 
and joyless.

He spent weeks walking in the mountains, re-examining his faith. Had 
he made a mistake in becoming a Christian? Is Christianity really true after 
all? And, if it is true, where is the reality? Eventually he began to see some 
things he hadn’t seen before, and he came to a new confidence in the truth, 
and a new walk with the Lord. A year or so later the Schaeffers were back in 
the States for a long furlough and he spoke on the theme of spiritual reality 
everywhere he went, giving 346 talks in 515 days. That material later became 
the book True Spirituality. He always said that that time was the spiritual 
foundation of L’Abri and that without it all the intellectual answers in the 
world would not have mattered. He put it this way in a long letter he wrote 
to a close friend in 1951:

I am not suggesting that I have learned to live in the light of Christ’s command 

of love—first toward God, then the brethren, and then the lost. I know I have 

not. But I want to learn, and I know I must if I am to have that closeness to the 

Lord I wish to have, with its accompanying joy and spiritual power … Only one 

thing [matters]—whether this day I’m where the Lord of lords and King of kings 

wants me to be. To win as many as I can, to help strengthen the hands of those 

who fight unbelief … to know the reality of “the Lord is my song,” and to be 

committed to the Holy Spirit—that is what I wish I could know to be the reality 

of each day as it closes. Have I learned all this? No, but I would not exchange 

that portion of it which I have, by God’s grace, for all the handclapping I have 

had when I have been on the top of the pile. I have been a poor learner, but I’m 

further on than I was three years ago, and I like it.3 
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Back in Switzerland, the Schaeffers found that they were spending more 
and more of their time simply talking with people in their home. There 
were local people whom they and their children got to know; there were 
parties of schoolgirls on ski holidays. Always there was a warm fire and an 
attractively presented tea, and always the conversation turned to important 
matters. People were touched, and several became Christians. The mission 
board didn’t approve, because it wasn’t the work they had been sent to do.

In 1955 they resigned from their mission board and set out to live by 
faith and to care for those whom the Lord brought to them. They called the 
work L’Abri, which is the French word for “shelter.” They wanted to provide 
a shelter from the storms of the 20th century. They set out to live by faith 
in four specific areas:

1. Finance: They would not publicize their needs. They would simply pray.

2. Guests: They would do no advertising. They would pray that the Lord would 

bring the ones of his choice, and keep others away.

3. Helpers: They would not recruit people to work with them but trust the Lord 

to provide the right ones.

4. Plan: This was the most important area. They did not have a plan. They did 

not set out to establish a residential study center, or a ministry to intellectuals. 

Mrs. Schaeffer used to say that “our vision was that we had no vision.” They asked 

the Lord to unfold his plan for them day by day. They often quoted Isaiah 50:11 

about the danger of following your own plans: “Behold, all you who kindle a 

fire, who equip yourselves with burning torches. Go, walk by the light of your 

fire, and by the torches that you have kindled. This is what you shall have from 

my hand: you shall lie down in sorrow.”

As they dealt with the people they met they stressed that a non-Christian 
has a right to two things. First, they have a right to ask their questions and 
to get satisfactory answers. The only reason to become a Christian is that 
Christianity is true. And if it is true, it will stand up to examination. No one 
should be asked to accept it blindly. They believed in giving honest answers 
to honest questions.

Secondly, the non-Christian has a right to look at our lives, individually 
and corporately, and see some reality, see that Christianity is not just a better 
philosophy. The founding document of L’Abri is known as The Consensus. 
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It says this: 

L’Abri Fellowship’s basic principle of practical operation is that of operating in all 

matters so as to exhibit (1) the reality of the existence of God, (2) the character of 

God—his love and his holiness, and (3) the reality of the supernaturally restored 

relationship among those who, through faith in Christ, are brothers and sisters.4 

In those early years L’Abri really was just people coming into the Schaef-
fers’ home as their guests. People came for the weekend, first friends of their 
eldest daughter who was at university in Lausanne, and then others as the 
word spread. The study program, with lectures and tapes, developed later as 
numbers grew. The Lord had led the two of them into a work in which they 
were both absolutely brilliant, and many were converted.

Edith Schaeffer was an extraordinary homemaker who absolutely thrived 
on people. She created a home where there was warmth, there was beauty, 
there was creativity; there was an atmosphere that drew people in and invited 
them to open up. She also prayed like no one I’ve ever known. Os Guinness, 
who was virtually part of the family in the early 70s, summed her up well:

Edith Schaeffer was one of the most remarkable women of her generation, the 

like of whom we will not see again in our time. I have never met such a great 

heart of love, and such indomitable faith, tireless prayer, boundless energy, 

passionate love for life and beauty, lavish hospitality, irrepressible laughter, and 

seemingly limitless time for people—all in a single person. There is no question 

that she was a force of nature, and that her turbo-personality left many people, 

and particularly young women who tried to copy her, gasping in her slipstream.5 

Francis Schaeffer was superb in discussion. He listened attentively, drew 
people out, treated everyone with respect, and understood not just the 
question, but the question behind the question. He was also furthering his 
own education as he talked with many non-Christian European students 
and saw what they believed and how it played out in their lives. 

One early visitor was Maria, a young woman who had been ostracized by 
her Roman Catholic family because she had become a Christian. Schaeffer 
said to her, 
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“Maria, if one day you have to leave home, you know that you can have a family 

with us.” She writes, “For the next seven years I went up to L’Abri almost every 

weekend and every other time I was free from my studies and my job. When the 

numbers at L’Abri increased, there was always a place for me, even if I could sleep 

only on the floor … The way his eyes lit up, and the tone of his voice, reminded 

me, each time, of the genuine affection that he felt for me, as he did for many 

others like me. He would ask me how I was and then made sure that we would 

have some time to talk and pray together before I left again for Lausanne.”6 

One feature of L’Abri was the Saturday night discussions. Schaeffer would 
sit up on the fireplace and ask if anyone had a question. Someone would 
start, and the discussion would flow. About 11:00 pm he would say that he 
wanted to stop soon because he still had work to do on his sermon, but in 
those early days he often went on till midnight anyway.

A recurring theme in those discussions was the Lordship of Christ over 
all of life. Schaeffer enabled people to develop a Christian worldview and to 
apply it to their own fields. He helped countless people, artists, musicians, 
doctors, lawyers, teachers, writers, scientists, politicians, business people—
whatever—to think through their own disciplines within a biblical framework 
and in a distinctively Christian way.

Richard Winter is a trained psychiatrist who was part of the L’Abri branch 
in England for many years before going on to teach at Covenant Seminary 
in St. Louis. He put it this way: 

Had I not been so helped by Francis Schaeffer’s teaching, I wonder whether I 

would have survived psychiatry. In so many ways he helped me to build a firm 

foundation and framework within which to develop a Christian mind in the aca-

demic discipline and the therapeutic practice of psychiatry … Always I returned 

to a simple, yet profound, fact which makes sense of our day-to-day experiential 

reality—the fact that we are made in the image of the “infinite personal God.”7 

When people hear the stories, it sounds romantic. Actually, it was terribly 
costly, and it still is. He could have had a more normal life as pastor of a big 
church. Instead he was buried away on a Swiss mountainside talking with a 
handful of people. They both worked far into the night. Finances were always 
precarious and sometimes desperate. Drugs came into their home; people 
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vomited in their rooms; all their wedding presents were broken within three 
years. They paid a price, but the Lord honored their obedience.

It was in 1965 that Schaeffer became prominent. He went on a speaking 
trip to the United States. First he spoke at Harvard and MIT, where the stu-
dents loved him and the professors ignored him. Then he spoke at Wheaton 
College, the leading Christian university in the States. It was electrifying. 
As Michael Hamilton put it, 

At Wheaton College, students were fighting to show films like Bambi, while 

Francis was talking about the films of Bergman and Fellini. Administrators were 

censoring existential themes out of student publications, while Francis was 

discussing Camus, Sartre, and Heidegger. He quoted Dylan Thomas, knew the 

artwork of Salvador Dali, listened to the music of the Beatles and John Cage … 

Francis Schaeffer tore down the gospel curtain that had separated evangelicals 

from contemporary cultural expression, giving Christians object lessons in how 

to interpret sculpture, music, painting, and literature as philosophical statements 

of the modern mind. Future historian Arlin Migliazzo was thrilled: “Schaeffer 

showed me that Christians didn’t have to be dumb.”8  

The Wheaton lectures later became the book, The God Who is There. This 
book is still the best exposition of his thinking and his analysis of modern 
culture.

Then he moved on to Covenant Seminary and gave a two-week course 
covering the same material. This is where I came in. I was a first year student 
and a fairly new Christian. We were bowled over. He was talking about Kant 
and Hegel, about Van Gogh and Picasso, about existentialism and modern 
mysticism. I was just a dumb kid from Pittsburgh. He was opening doors. I 
was getting a good theological training but he opened the doors much wider. 
How do we know all this Christian stuff is true? And, if it is true, how does 
it relate to the modern world?

After that, L’Abri became the place to go and Schaeffer the man to quote. 
There were the tapes, hundreds of tapes. He initially resisted making tapes 
because he felt it would inhibit discussion, and the tapes only began when 
someone, with Mrs. Schaeffer’s connivance, hid a mike in the flowers. Every-
one loved it and wanted a copy. There were the books—24 books, selling 
3 million copies in 20 languages. There were the speaking invitations – all 
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over the world. There were the films, beginning with How Should We Then 
Live? in 1976. And there were the L’Abri conferences, beginning with one at 
Ashburnham in Kent in 1968. The work soon expanded beyond Switzerland 
and today there are branches in Australia, Brazil, England, Holland, Korea, 
Massachusetts, Minnesota, South Africa, and Switzerland.

Gene Veith described his experience with the films. 

I remember leading a series of discussions on the film How Should We Then Live? 

for a little small-town church in Oklahoma. Few of the people watching these 

films were well-educated. Most of them were sophisticated in their faith, but 

not in ways the academic world would respect. Yet here they were, urgently and 

perceptively discussing Michelangelo and Rousseau. They were seeing in modern 

art reflections of the problems their children were having with their friends. 

They were noticing the clash of world views evident in political discussions 

and in TV shows. They were understanding how modern ways of thinking and 

everyday problems have their origin in the past and how they themselves are 

part of a dynamic Western culture. These people were recovering their heritage. 

They were being equipped for ministering as Christians to the modern world.9 

Michael Hamilton summed up the Schaeffers’ ministry: “During the 
next two decades (from 1965) the Schaeffers organized a multiple-thrust 
ministry that reshaped American evangelicalism. Perhaps no intellectual 
save C. S. Lewis affected the thinking of evangelicals more profoundly; 
perhaps no leader of the period save Billy Graham left a deeper stamp on 
the movement as a whole.”10 

He never lived to see many of today’s trends, but those of us how knew 
him, as we watch things unfold and try to understand them, have said to one 
another, “Schaeffer was right.”

Then in 1978 he learned that he had cancer. He went to the Mayo Clinic 
in Rochester, Minnesota for treatment, which led to a L’Abri branch being 
established there. He fought the cancer and continued his work for nearly 
six years, but finally the cancer prevailed. He had to move permanently to 
Rochester late in 1983 and he died at home on May 15, 1984. I remember 
being in a staff meeting that day at the English branch of L’Abri. Ranald 
Macaulay, his son-in-law, came in with the news that he had died. We all 
wept over the passing of a great man and a good friend and a spiritual father.
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What did I learn from Schaeffer? Perhaps I should say, what do I wish I 
had learned more thoroughly from him? Most of it I have touched on already, 
but let me try to draw it together. 
1. He gave me confidence in Christianity as truth. “True truth” was his phrase. 

Not just spiritual truth, or religious truth, or my truth, but the truth of 
what is there, truth in contrast to the relativism and post-modernism of 
our age. And truth that can be rationally defended – not blind faith, but 
honest answers for honest questions. 

2. He helped me to understand the world from a biblical perspective. As he 
often put it, “ideas have legs.” He argued that many of the good things in 
western culture are the outworking of biblical ideas, especially from the 
Reformation onwards; many of the sorrows we now see are the outwork-
ing of non-Christian ideas as our culture increasingly turns its back on its 
Christian heritage. And he wasn’t just interested in cultural analysis or 
academic apologetics; he was interested in helping people live, in helping 
them understand and engage and change their culture.

3. He showed me a spirituality that was both real and human. Christ is Lord 
over the whole of life. Every part of life is spiritual. There was no separation 
between the sacred and the secular in either his thinking or his living. There 
was no false piety, no holy language, no Sunday morning religiosity. There 
were no gimmicks, no how-to-do-it techniques. He was never flippant, 
never trivialized things. He was a man who was deeply flawed and never 
tried to pretend otherwise; he acknowledged his own struggles. Whenever 
I led the Sunday service at the Swiss L’Abri chapel, if he was there I always 
asked him to pray because it did me so much good. He was a man crying 
out to the God whom he loved dearly but often perceived only dimly. He 
talked about exhibiting simultaneously the holiness of God and the love 
of God. That is exactly what he did, never perfectly but always genuinely.

4. He taught me to treat every individual with compassion. This is something 
that touched those of us who knew him. His book of sermons is called No 
Little People, and he practiced it. There were no little people with Schaeffer. 
He took the most lost young back-packer as seriously as the most prominent 
Christian leader. He always had time for the individual; when you spoke 
with him, you never felt that he had a million more important things to 
do. I never saw him put anyone down or make fun of them. I never saw 
him treat any person, or their question, dismissively. People mattered to 
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him. He was a remarkable pastor.
I’ll give Os Guinness the last word: “I have never met anyone anywhere 

like Francis Schaeffer, who took God so passionately seriously, people so 
passionately seriously, and truth so passionately seriously.”11 

1 There has been much discussion of the presuppositional apologetics of Cornelius Van Til versus that of 
Francis Schaeffer. Having listened to both men, my simple take on it is that they used the word differently. 
For Van Til, a presupposition was virtually an axiom, a statement that must be accepted before discussion can 
be meaningful. For Schaeffer, our presuppositions are our basic ideas, the building blocks of the Christian 
worldview, but ones that we hold for good and sufficient reasons and are prepared to discuss and defend.

2 Francis A. Schaeffer, How Should We Than Live? (Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming H. Revell, 1976), 19.
3 Lane T. Dennis, ed., Letters of Francis A. Schaeffer (Westchester, IL: Crossway, 1985), 39-40.
4 The Consensus of Faith, usually known more simply as The Consensus is a brief three page document drawn up 

by the Schaeffers at the beginning of the work, distributed internally and never changed.
5 Os Guinness, “Fathers & Sons: Francis Schaeffer, Frank Schaeffer and Crazy for God” [accessed 

26 August 2020]. Online: https://banneroftruth.org/uk/resources/book-review-resources/2008/
fathers-sons-francis-schaeffer-frank-schaeffer-and-crazy-for-god/

6 Maria Walford-Dellu, “You Can Have a Family with Us,” in Francis A. Schaeffer: Portraits of the Man and his 
Work (Lane T. Dennis, ed.; Westchester, IL: Crossway, 1986), 132-133.

7 Richard Winter, “The Glory and Ruin of Man,” in Francis A. Schaeffer: Portraits of the Man and his Work, 86-87.
8 Michael S. Hamilton, “The Dissatisfaction of Francis Schaeffer” (Christianity Today, March 3, 1977), 26-27.
9 Gene Edward Veith, “The Fragmentation and Integration of Truth,” in Francis A. Schaeffer: Portraits of the 

Man and his Work, 47.
10 Hamilton, “The Dissatisfaction of Francis Schaeffer,” 22.
11 Os Guinness, “Fathers & Sons.”
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One day in high school, a friend asked me, “Why do you believe in God? 
Why are you a Christian?” I replied, “I have no idea what I believe anymore.”

This answer echoes in my ears, as it reflected the ongoing erosion of 
my faith. Despite growing up in a Christian home and attending a typical 
evangelical church, I was on the verge of walking away from the faith. One 
of the primary causes was my belief that Christianity lacked the substance 
to answer life’s questions. As I look back on that day, it strikes me how God 
later used Francis Schaeffer to awaken my faith and call me to ministry. 

Given that the hectic nature of ministry limits a pastors’ time, pastors 
must be selective in their reading. Why, then, should any pastor choose to 
read Francis Schaeffer given all that there is to read, and given that he lived 
over a generation ago?

My own story illustrates the value of Schaeffer’s books. After high school, 
I decided to attend a local conservative Christian college, not out of any 
spiritual concern, but to play basketball. That did not last long. My basket-
ball career ended after less than two seasons. One day by Providence, the 
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professor of my Christian Thought class assigned one of Schaeffer’s books. 
Throughout the semester, Schaeffer and my professor argued in unison for 
a fully developed Christian worldview, and I was never to be the same.

Since that day, I have devoured Schaeffer’s books, and his works trans-
formed my understanding of God, Christianity, and life. Without his works, I 
would not be a pastor. Why was Schaeffer’s work so transformative? Because 
he offered real answers to the difficult questions of life. More importantly, 
his responses were distinctively Christian. In a world increasingly hostile to 
Christianity, such thinking is sorely needed.

In his day, Schaeffer appealed to younger people as they wrestled with 
living in a truthless age. Despite the prevalence of relativism, many younger 
people desired more. They wanted answers and to live by truth. Sadly, when 
these young people looked to the church, no answers were given. Today’s 
young people are also looking for real answers to life’s challenges, and Schaef-
fer can guide pastors on how to answer these questions in a distinctively 
Christian way.

The power of Schaeffer’s work is in his cultural engagement. This is a tricky 
subject, as many Christians tend towards one of two extremes when engag-
ing the world. First, some move towards isolationism. They build walls and 
attempt to keep the world out, often out of fear. To this, Schaeffer reminds 
us that we should not fear any questions. The Christian worldview answers 
all of them and does so better than any other belief system throughout world 
history. Moreover, God calls the church to go out into the world, declaring 
the good news of Jesus Christ (Matt 28:16-20). Isolationism is not an option.

Second, many Christians attempt cultural engagement by accommodating 
and conforming to the world. To this, Schaeffer asserts that there is nothing 
Christians should envy because the Christian worldview explains everything 
in all of life. Christianity is neither intellectually nor culturally inferior to the 
systems of the world. Cultural engagement is not making the church more like 
the world, but, instead, it is about transforming lives with the truth of Christ.

Faithful cultural engagement comes by applying the total Christian worl-
dview to all of life. In this way, believers can offer Christian answers to all of 
life’s issues. Pastors should read Francis Schaeffer to learn how to engage the 
culture by providing the total truth of Christianity as the solution to life’s 
most pressing dilemmas. In what follows, I offer six lessons Schaeffer can 
teach pastors about cultural engagement.
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See the World in Totals1

Schaeffer advocated for a free-range type of Christianity that refused to be 
caged by secularism. He asserted that Christianity offers an entire worl-
dview—an understanding of all of life. Our faith is a total system of life. 
The unifying theme of Schaeffer’s work and the Christian worldview is 
“the Lordship of Christ in the totality of life.”2 For Schaeffer, the Christian 
worldview necessitates recognizing Jesus as Lord over everything. Nothing 
in life is off limits to Christ’s authority.

Schaeffer lamented that Christians often do not view life this way: “The 
basic problem of the Christians in this country in the last eighty years or so, 
in regard to society and in regard to government, is that they have seen things 
in bits and pieces instead of totals.”3 Here, Schaeffer was primarily addressing 
politics, yet his argument rings true to other areas of life as well. Christians 
must view all of life as under the lordship of Christ. Without such thinking, 
Christians live fragmented lives as they isolate their faith from day-to-day 
realities. Christianity addresses the totality of life, including everything from 
politics to taking out the garbage. If Christians miss this, they will inevitably 
think and live in pieces.

Jesus’ total lordship stands at odds with modern secularism as it exiles 
religion from public life. This casting out of religion is the heart of secularism 
as it divides life into either secular or sacred categories. Secularism asserts that 
faith has no place in public, secular life. If you want to be a Christian, that’s 
fine, as long as you keep it private. As Christians succumb to such thinking, 
their faith becomes irrelevant to much of life. Faithful pastors must push 
back against this separation and fragmentation. To do this, pastors should 
instruct people to see life in totals, not pieces. The lordship of Christ must 
resound from our pulpits if it is to reign in the pews.

Unfortunately, pastors unintentionally reinforce secularism by turning 
Christianity into a form of private pietism. Pastors do this by reducing dis-
cipleship to practicing the spiritual disciplines like prayer, Bible reading, and 
attending church. These disciplines are vital to our faith, but such a limited 
Christianity fits too comfortably within secularism’s cage. Schaeffer argues 
that because God created everything (Gen 1:1) and Christ reigns supreme 
over everything (Col 1:15-20), Christianity addresses all of life. As such, true 
spirituality is not limited to the spiritual disciplines, as it “is not fragmented 
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because it concerns the whole man in his whole moment-by-moment life.”4 If 
both the culture and churches teach Christians to view life in pieces instead 
of totals, is it any wonder that many believers find Christianity irrelevant to 
life outside of Sunday mornings? If pastors do not preach and teach in totals, 
they abandon their sheep to the dictates of secularism. In this way, Chris-
tianity truly becomes irrelevant to most of our moment-by-moment lives.

Schaeffer reminds preachers that God calls them to declare the lordship 
of Jesus Christ over all of life. Christianity is total truth for all of life.5 Our 
pulpits desperately need clear and passionate worldview thinking. This is 
hard work, but by preaching and teaching in totals, pastors equip people to 
push back against secularism with the good news of the risen Lord. Schaef-
fer guides us in this journey as he engages various parts of life, including 
art, philosophy, literature, history, movies, politics, science, psychology, 
community life, and the family.

The Necessity of “True Truth”

The central problem of our day is epistemological: How can we know any-
thing? This crisis is nothing new; Schaeffer identified it as the core problem 
about sixty years ago.6 Without God, finding absolute truth becomes hopeless. 
Today, the only thing we are of certain of is our uncertainty. This postmod-
ern mood infects much of life, and it is the natural end of much of Western 
thought. Schaeffer argued the best remedy the church could offer is to pro-
claim true truth.

Schaeffer traced this crisis of knowledge throughout Western thought.7 
Two major turns to the subject laid the foundation of postmodernism. First, 
there was the turn to the self in the form of rationalism. This turn is the heart 
of the Enlightenment (modernism), as it elevated human reason as the foun-
dation for truth. This belief was naïve at best, as debates raged throughout 
the Enlightenment, showing that seemingly reasonable individuals could 
not agree on just about anything. The search for an adequate foundation 
for knowledge continued.

Second, this led to another turn to the self, as Immanuel Kant and others 
argued that reality is conformed to our minds.8 By turning away from God and 
toward the self, the West took an inevitable path toward subjectivism. Without 
God, there is no basis for truth in any meaningful way. Or, as Schaeffer put it, 



How Should We Then Preach? What Today’s Pastors Must Learn from Francis Schaeffer

113

How Should We Then Preach?

“Man’s finiteness is his smallness; he is not a sufficient reference point to himself.”9

Modern life is an epistemological wasteland with no hope or desire for 
universal truth, leaving us in the “theater of the absurd.”10 As such, man gives 
up on truth and purpose as everything is ultimately meaningless. This is the 
postmodern mood. By looking to himself as ultimate, man blinds himself 
with himself. If individuals refuse to look externally to God, there is no basis 
for knowledge. Schaeffer’s solution is the infinite-personal God.11 As infinite, 
God is the foundation for truth. As personal, he makes man in his image, 
enabling us to know things rightly.

God alone is the adequate foundation for truth, but we replaced him with 
finite, broken humans. David Wells teases this out, “When God—the external 
God—dies, then the self immediately moves in to fill the vacuum. But then 
something strange happens. The self also dies. And with it goes meaning and 
reality.”12 As we replace God by turning inward, the self dies in want of an 
infinite reference point to bring meaning to our finite existence. Without a 
universal, particulars are meaningless. The theater of the absurd ultimately 
reduces everything to meaninglessness and uncertainty. All that remains in 
this postmodern wasteland are personal preferences, experiences, and power. 
Subsequently, individuals lose touch with reality. Bending the knee to the self 
leads only to absurdities, and thus individuals give up looking for true truth.

We see this absurdity at every level of society. Each individual chooses 
what is right and true for himself. Such reasoning leads to calls for tolerance 
and acceptance. Ironically, this tolerance does not extend to any who disagree 
with the current absurdities. As the self constructs their own view of truth, 
biology takes a backseat to feelings. Thus homosexuality and transgenderism 
become inherently and unquestionably good. Why? Because truth is found 
within, and therefore reality must conform to our emotions and personal 
experiences. Today, the only inviolable truth is the autonomous self. The 
theater of the absurd is rooted in the rejection of truth and of the God who 
is its source.

Schaeffer knew Christians must confront this problem head on, and this 
meant advocating for true truth. He coined the term because simply speaking 
of truth in our day would not communicate the biblical reality of universal 
truth. True truth emphasized that truth is not relative to the individual. 
To describe truth accurately in our age, preachers cannot speak merely of 
truth because people would understand it as only a personal preference or 
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experience. While Christians must experience God, our experiences do not 
determine what is true about him. Instead, all truth is God’s and is unified 
in him. Schaeffer writes, “Christianity is realistic because it says that if there 
is no truth, there is also no hope; and there can be no truth if there is no 
adequate base.”13 Christianity lives or dies by its treatment of true truth.

Unfortunately, relativism’s promotion of experience and feelings has also 
infiltrated the church. Many churches stress style over substance and expe-
rience over truth. Today, entire Christian movements emphasize mystical 
experiences over biblical doctrine. In all of this, the church reflects the spirit 
of this age instead of the truth of Christianity.14 For example, the popular 
song, God is Not Dead declares, “My God is not dead, he’s surely alive, he’s 
living on the inside, roaring like a lion.”15 It is wonderfully right that God, 
through the Holy Spirit, resides in his people, but the existence of God is not 
found by turning inward. This type of thinking reveals the epistemological 
bankruptcy of postmodern relativism. As a result, Christians detach faith 
from any correspondence to reality, and faith becomes a mere mystical leap 
or personal preference. It is a faith in faith with no real substance. Such a 
Christianity offers no distinctive hope as it echoes postmodernism.

To this, Schaeffer asserts God exists outside of us. He is the God who is 
there, and while he relates to us, his infiniteness is wholly external to us. This 
is good news because mankind has a reference point for truth, morality, and 
meaning; meaning and truth come from God, not from within ourselves. 
Christianity is a religion of knowledge and truth: “Biblical Christianity rests 
upon content, factual content. It does not cause people to react merely emo-
tionally in a first-order experience.”16 Without truthful content, Christianity 
is just as worthless as the relativism of our day.

It is not enough just to believe in the existence of true truth, as such an 
epistemology must be rooted in the Christian worldview. Truth not only 
exists, it is united in God. He has spoken in propositions declaring truth so 
that mankind may know it. When people or societies detach themselves 
from that true truth, they become unhinged from reality and descend into 
the theater of the absurd.

The good news is, truth doesn’t care about our systems. Beliefs do not 
change reality. Schaeffer helpfully reminds us that “regardless of a man’s 
system, he has to live in God’s world.”17 In our relativistic age, preachers 
must emphasize there is true truth and that it is rooted in the God who is 
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there. His truth corresponds with his created world. None of us can escape 
his truth, no matter how hard we try, because we cannot escape his world. 
Only by boldly proclaiming such a vision of reality can Christians offer an 
escape from the theater of the absurd.

Ideas Have Consequences

Schaeffer cared deeply about ideas—not just about what we think but also 
how and why. In other words, it is not enough only to affirm the right beliefs; 
Christians must do so for the right reasons. Ideas are not neutral, and they 
impact more than our thought life. Ideas set us on a trajectory. Ideas have 
consequences. This importance of beliefs is true for individuals, groups, 
churches, and denominations. Abandoning the faith rarely happens over-
night. It is often a slow process as the consequences of specific ideas are 
worked out over time.

In Escape from Reason, Schaeffer traced the decline of Western thought as 
its reliance on reason led inevitably to an ultimate irrationality. Often what 
we believe will save us leads to our undoing. Absolutizing human reason led 
inevitably to the rejection of human reason in favor of relativism. Modernism 
led to postmodernism. Schaeffer’s point: There are no neutral ideas in God’s 
world. We either submit to him or rebel against him. Where we start often 
determines our destination.

The consequences of ideas are also relevant for theology. In The Great 
Evangelical Disaster,18 Schaeffer issued a clarion call in defense of inerrancy. 
In that time, some people defended inerrancy, but some only affirmed the 
general reliability of scripture. The two sides did not appear far apart, but 
they were on two very different paths. Schaeffer described this disagreement 
as a watershed. At the point the water divides, the two streams look very 
close to one another. At the point of separation, strong disagreement over 
these two stances could appear to be an overreaction. Yet as the water flows 
down the mountain, the two streams end up hundreds of miles apart. This 
illustration is just as accurate for ideas as it is for rivers—the direction matters.

Compromising only a little on core doctrines can be appealing in the 
short term, but this is the path to final unfaithfulness. The evangelical world 
witnessed this truth as the successive generations of mainline denomina-
tions abandoned one doctrine after another. What appeared insignificant 
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to some was actually life or death. Even the subtle and nuanced rejection of 
inerrancy led to the death of many churches, schools, and denominations. 
Ideas have consequences.

Every generation of Christians faces pressure to compromise. The battles 
may change, but the temptation remains the same. Peace is appealing because 
it is a good gift of God, but a lasting peace comes only when Christ returns. 
In Schaeffer’s day, Christians faced the crisis over inerrancy. While that issue 
will return from time to time, evangelicals today are confronted with a debate 
over the sufficiency of scripture. Is God’s Word enough to diagnose our ills and 
prescribe the solutions? How we answer this question has profound conse-
quences, not just for us but also for future generations. No matter the amount 
of nuance, there are only two trajectories. If the Bible is only mostly enough, 
then our path is set toward unfaithfulness. If Christians believe we need other 
too use worldviews as tools to assist us in our mission, then we will end up in a 
very different destination from those who affirm the full sufficiency of scripture.

Today, Schaeffer’s caution would greatly benefit evangelicals. How 
and what Christians argue sets a course not only for our ministries but 
also for the coming generations. Wisdom dictates prioritizing the suffi-
ciency of scripture over and against ungodly worldviews. If evangelicals 
desire to engage the culture faithfully—and they should—then they 
must understand that arguments and ideas matter. If we are not moving 
towards God, then we are moving away from him, no matter how good 
our intentions may be.

Real Answers to Real Questions

Concerning reaching young people, Schaeffer wrote: 

It would be impossible to say how many have come to L’Abri from Christian 

backgrounds. And these young people have said, “You are our last hope.” Why? 

Because they are smart enough to know that they have been given no answers. 

They have simply been told to believe. Doctrines have been given them without 

relating them to the hard, hard problems which these young people are facing.19 

Many young people today hunger for real answers, but there is a crucial 
difference in our day versus Schaeffer’s. Today, many evangelical churches 
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have replaced doctrine with entertainment in youth ministry. They barely 
attempt to teach the basics of the faith. Despite Christianity offering answers 
to life’s problems, many churches ignore the hard questions and focus on 
distracting our youth. Unfortunately, this also describes many adult minis-
tries. Style rules over substance.

Schaeffer knew engaging the culture meant offering real answers to difficult 
questions. As the West abandoned its Christian roots, many despaired and gave 
up searching for answers. Universal truth became a non-starter. Europeans faced 
this despair honestly with deep pessimism and nihilism. Conversely, Americans 
distracted themselves from these issues through entertainment and material 
wealth.20 Through such distractions, many avoid the despair of modern life.

Entertainment teaches and catechizes people to think superficially. More-
over, it instructs us to look within for meaning, purpose, and fulfillment. The 
voices of a thousand television shows speak in unison, “Follow your heart, 
life is found within!” The problem is, man cannot escape his finitude. If life 
is all about me, and I’m finite, then none of this really matters. We know it, 
and as we look within, we find uncertainty, anxiety, depression, and hope-
lessness. We intrinsically know that if life is all about me, then it is ultimately 
meaningless. After all, if Darwin is right, then man is no different than the 
squirrel in the front yard.

This meaninglessness leaves people longing for more. Loneliness, 
alienation, and dread haunt us. To this uneasiness, Schaeffer points to the 
mannishness of man. Humanity is unique in all of creation. Man’s worth is 
found in his relationship with the infinite-personal God. Without an infinite 
reference point, none of the particulars, including us, have meaning. All 
our answers to life’s questions must start with the God who is there and his 
self-revelation in scripture. This means the church must speak with content, 
explaining its doctrines in light of the postmodern world.

Sadly, offering real answers to life’s questions is uncommon within popular 
evangelicalism. Like our secularist neighbors, we can be distracted by the 
cultish need to entertain and innovate. Numerical growth trumps faithfulness 
and thus, to minimize offense, pastors exile controversial doctrines. Instead 
of confronting the abyss of modern life, Christians offer empty slogans like 
always uplifting, positive, and encouraging, and God wants you to be happy. Is 
it any wonder many youths go elsewhere for answers? In contrast, the Bible 
does not paint such a rosy view of life, as it acknowledges evil, sin, suffering, 
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oppression, and much more. When preachers ignore this, they treat the 
wounds of their people lightly.

Preachers must gaze unflinchingly at the problems of this life and offer 
a fully developed Christian response. This means offering real, distinctly 
Christian answers to life’s questions. It is not that Christianity provides the 
best solutions to life, but it is the only worldview that consistently answers 
all of them. Christianity is true to reality; therefore, it is not afraid to address 
the ugliness of life with compassion and hope. Schaeffer recognized that 
young people yearn for answers, but the church often refused to offer any. 
Today, young people are just as hungry, but they have grown up in a time 
where distractions reign supreme both inside and outside of the church. 
Answering these questions requires a serious study of scripture and a keen 
understanding of modern life. When preachers do this, they offer a shining 
Christian hope in an age of darkness and despair.

Reject Despair

Without any hope for truth, meaning, or purpose, despair marks our day. 
The search for true truth is viewed as impossible because there is no hope 
to find anything real beyond the self. Having abandoned this search, all that 
is left is despair. Schaeffer explains, “What is this despair? It arises from the 
abandonment of the hope of a unified answer knowledge and life.”21 This 
gloom marks our intellectual discussions and our day-to-day lives. All the 
distractions of the modern world cannot remove our angst and the haunting 
certainty of death. If life is only getting as much as I can, then this universe is 
an unhappy and meaningless accident. As Wells demonstrates, as a people, 
we have never had such comfort and material blessings, and yet we have 
never been so anxious and depressed.22

If the dominant secular ideologies are correct, then humanity should be 
depressed and anxious. If naturalism is correct, then there is nothing special 
about man—he is just an impersonal blob of molecules. If the universe is strictly 
material, then there is no basis for love, meaning, or free will.23 All that is left is 
either biological or sociological determinism. Consequently, the worldviews of 
our day destroyed human freedom, dignity, and responsibility. The mannishness 
of man is gone because, in the end, he is an impersonal accident of an indifferent 
and cold universe. Man is no different than a sick and dying cat.



How Should We Then Preach? What Today’s Pastors Must Learn from Francis Schaeffer

119

How Should We Then Preach?

Likewise, if relativism is correct, then there is no right and wrong. Everyone 
can pick for himself. Could there a more shifting and unnerving foundation? 
If morals, meaning, and truth are self-determined, then they lose any real 
substance—it’s just a game individuals and societies play. Without a uni-
versal standard, man lives in despair with no answers to life’s most essential 
questions. The current dominant worldviews are not only bankrupt but also 
objectively ugly and chaotic.

Despite this reality, many Christians believe their faith is intellectually 
inferior to what we find in the world. Thus, a different despair sets in—one 
of inferiority. Schaeffer reminds Christians that no particular has meaning 
without reference to a universal.24 Man cannot make sense of morality, 
knowledge, humanity, or purpose without the God who is there—the one 
who speaks through scripture. The opportunity for Christianity at this 
moment is astounding as these worldviews cannibalize each other and lead 
to ugly and absurd conclusions. It is the church alone that offers a livable 
and beautiful worldview. The church tells of the glorious hope of the risen 
Lord Jesus Christ and his kingdom free of all that mars our modern age.

In response to the biological determinism, Christianity offers a high 
view of man—one where he is made in the image of God. Humans mirror 
God in his personality. Man knows, creates, loves, and relates and has a 
purpose beyond himself because he is like God. In answer to relativism’s 
despair, Christians know God is the fountain of truth, and he made us able 
to understand things truly. While our knowledge is limited and affected by 
the fall, humans can still rightly know truth. God is the universal that binds 
all truths together, and mankind is made in his image. In contrast to the loss 
of meaning in postmodern life, scripture declares God created humanity to be 
in relationship with him and others. As people love God and neighbor, they 
bring glory to our Creator, who is love. Christianity declares that because 
we find purpose as we relate with our Maker, our lives are not meaningless. 
There is no room for despair or intellectual insecurity in the Christian faith.

Christianity offers a hope-filled and beautiful picture of the world. Schaffer 

declares: The Christian system is consistent as no other system that has ever 

been. It is beautiful beyond words, because it has that quality that no other 

system completely has—you begin at the beginning and you can go to the end. 

It is as simple as that.25
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As society spirals down the hole of despair in regards to meaning, truth, 
and morality, the Christian worldview offers a beautiful, hope-filled, and 
comprehensive picture of reality. All of life has meaning as God directs it to 
his desired end. When man severs himself from God, despair is inevitable. 
Pastors must embrace the splendor and power of the Christian worldview 
as it is infinitely more beautiful than its opponents. Then we must declare 
it to a world trapped in despair. There is no room for despair if Jesus reigns 
over everything—and he does.

Preach Both Truth and Love

For Schaeffer, truth was not a mere intellectual exercise; it was meant to be 
lived. For example, the fact that God made man in his image means there 
are no little people.26 No individual is lesser based on income, ethnicity, 
sex, or ability. Every person bears God’s image; therefore, we must love 
everybody. The Christian worldview impacts how we live. If it does not, 
then it is worthless.

In his final book, The Great Evangelical Disaster, Schaeffer called for Chris-
tians to hold to both truth and love. This truth is a flaming truth—one that 
has content and drives us to action.27 It aligns with reality and is built on the 
foundation of scripture. Love, though, is also an imperative for Christians. 
Too often, individuals pit these two virtues against one another, but Chris-
tians must practice both.

Schaeffer saw how some people emphasized either truth over love or 
love over truth. If we Christians practice truth in the absence of love, we 
end up with either a cold intellectualism detached from life or a tyrannical 
fundamentalism contrary to the heart of God. Conversely, if we practice love 
without truth, we end up with never-ending compromises that pollute the 
church and destroy the gospel. In our relativistic age, it appears the greater 
temptation is to emphasize love over truth. Yet, Schaeffer reminds Christians 
that holiness and love mark God’s character. Therefore, his church must hold 
both in tension. Without truth, there is no foundation for love, but without 
love, there is no hope of salvation.

As relativism exiled true truth, a distorted view of love moved in. Such a 
distortion is at the heart of many current deceptions. For example, love is love 
became the rallying cry of the LGBTQ movement. It is a simple slogan, but 
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it neutered much of the evangelical response because few people today want 
to be known as anti-love. The irony is, love is love is a definitional reality, not 
really an argument. Love is love is true, just as a boy is a boy is true. None of 
this defines what love actually is.

Consequently, love became the club used to silence opposition to the 
sexual revolution. Yet, such a love lacks content and mirrors lust more than 
the self-giving love of God. Schaeffer demonstrated that the church has a 
unique opportunity to show such self-sacrificial love in unison with truth, 
especially among Christian brothers and sisters. If love is not tethered to the 
truth, it loses its moral goodness, and it loses its form. Love is not just the 
right thing to do; it is doing the right thing. Love requires a moral foundation.

Without that moral foundation, love transforms into a mere feeling some-
one evokes in me. Consequently, love becomes selfish because it’s about what 
the individual gets—butterflies and pleasure—from someone else. Such a 
view of love is ripe for abuse, demonstrated by the hyper-sexualization of 
our society and the horrors of sexual exploitation. Without the character of 
the infinite-personal God, love is loveless. It is ugly and destructive because 
it does not reject evil (Rom 12:9).

The Bible offers truth about the content of love but ties it to the holy 
character of God. Love and holiness are united. God acts out the totality of 
his character, best described as a holy-love.28 Love rejoices with the truth. It 
rejects evil, it is not self-seeking, it seeks the good of others, and it is rooted 
in the God who is there. Such a love requires a moral backbone. Truth and 
love need each other.

Thus God calls the Church to declare both love and truth, holiness and 
compassion, judgment and forgiveness. The mark of the Christian is not just 
knowledge of truth but also how that truth transforms our lives. Christians 
know that man is unique, that God offers redemption through Christ, that 
there is meaning to life, and that everything will be set right in the end. These 
truths are not merely to be confessed but must impact our living. When 
churches practice both truth and love, they reflect the very character of God. 
The witnesses the world needs are Christians with a firm conviction of truth 
and a self-sacrificing love rooted in the God who is there. 
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Conclusion

Schaeffer warned of the decay of Western culture, and that decay has reached 
an advanced stage. The present cultural insanity is sure to intensify in the 
short term, but this is no cause for despair. It offers Christians a unique 
opportunity. Relativism and its secular contemporaries trap people below the 
line of despair, leading to all sorts of anxieties and hopelessness. This is the 
reality of life in a postmodern world, but Christianity offers truth and hope. 
These opposing worldviews are bankrupt, ugly, incoherent, and hopeless. 
It is time to display the beauty of the Christian worldview by contrasting it 
with what the world propagates.

Schaeffer calls on Christians to live the Christian worldview, and this 
happens only as we submit all of life to the lordship of Christ. Therefore, 
cultural engagement can never be mimicking the lies of the world but rather 
exposing their bankruptcy. Then, the church must offer the uncompromised 
and total hope of the Christian worldview.

Pastors should read Schaeffer and learn how to answer today’s questions 
as Christians. Engaging the culture is essential to a faithful witness, but it 
must be done from the total Christian worldview. By reading Schaeffer, the 
preacher learns to speak true truth to dying men and women. Christians can 
pierce our cultural fog only by confronting it with the light of God’s truth. 
Christianity alone coheres with reality, and this ought to encourage pastors 
everywhere. Schaeffer proclaimed: 

Christianity is not a series of truths in the plural, but rather truth spelled with a 

capital “T.” Truth about total reality, not just religious things. Biblical Christianity 

is Truth concerning total reality—and the intellectual holding of that total Truth 

and then living in the light of that Truth.29

Christianity answers culture’s dilemmas, but will Christians have the 
courage to speak total truth to them? It is here that Schaeffer helps, guides, 
and encourages pastors. 

1 Unless otherwise noted, all references to the writings of Francis Schaeffer will be taken from The Complete 
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So much has been written about Francis Schaeffer, what could be left to say? 
It might be an idea at this point to go back over the influential book, followed 
by the television film series, How Should We Then Live? It represents a nearly 
complete summary of the author’s views on every subject of concern. The 
series was first published in 1976, so it will soon be approaching its 50th 

anniversary. That’s a good time for a reassessment.
For full disclosure I should set forth two admissions. First, my introduction 

to the gospel and my early grounding in Christ were at L’Abri in 1964. I was a 

SBJT 24.2 (2020): 125-131



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24.2 (2020)

126

“seeker” from Harvard and found myself in Huémoz, with Francis Schaeffer 
as my father in Christ. I gave a brief account of my story in the book, Francis 
Schaeffer on the Christian Life: Counter-Cultural Christianity (Crossway, 2013). 
Second, I was involved with the film series at several levels. The Director, 
Franky Schaeffer V, asked me to look into various aspects, particular the 
music (I was a music student in college). Some rather amusing tales could 
be told about my involvement, which I will spare the gentle reader. Thus, 
my views may be colored, though it’s hard to say how, exactly.

At the time, the series made quite a splash. A study guide was produced. 
The Schaeffers, including Franky, crisscrossed the country with viewings and 
seminars meant to expose people to the message. Christian leaders weighed 
in. Magazines presented reviews. Our church in Greenwich, Connecticut, for 
example, hired the local movie theater and showed each episode, followed 
by intense discussion.

Many factors explained this flourishing. The title is brilliant, a quote from 
Ezekiel 33:10. One was simple: nothing quite like it existed before. As with 
many of Schaeffer’s works this one gave permission to Christians explore 
the arts, economics, the scientific revolution, without giving up one’s piety. 
Many evangelicals had been ashamed or unaware of thinking at all and were 
liberated by this exposure to a wide-ranging approach to culture, combined 
with a rather fundamentalist theology.

Let me say at the outset, these episodes are fresh and fill a space, never 
before occupied, especially by Christians. If for no other reason, How Should 
We Then Live? deserves praise. Few art history books at the time were as 
explicit. But it makes greater claims.

While, for reasons of fairly mediocre filming quality, it didn’t have a chance 
against the big guys in Public television. How Should We Then Live? was 
intended as a Christian answer to Bronowski’s Ascent of Man and especially 
to Kenneth Clark’s Civilisation. In my conversations with Francis Schaeffer 
he seemed consumed with the need to answer Clark from an evangelical 
viewpoint. To his credit, he cared deeply that audiences be given an alter-
native to the reigning documentaries.

Kenneth Clark’s riveting series took the viewer through the stages and 
phases of Western cultures, expertly interspersed with images and sound 
from its greatest highlights right down to the present. Of particular inter-
est is his historiography, placing the Renaissance at the center of human 
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achievement (episode 4 is titled, “Man the Measure of All Things,” while 
episode 5 has “The Hero as Artist” and features figures such as Leonardo 
da Vinci). The Reformation, by contrast, qualifies as belonging to the age of 
“Protest and Communication,” one that included Luther, but also Montaigne 
and Shakespeare.

In Schaeffer’s view the Renaissance was radically different. While appre-
ciative of the greatness of some of the art, he was highly critical of the spirit 
of humanism he saw in this era. Not the humanism of classical scholarship, 
but the man-centered philosophy exhibited (in his view) by Michelangelo’s 
statuary and Leonardo’s mathematical attention to particulars, unable to yield 
a larger meaning (74). In Schaeffer’s view, Renaissance humanism grew out 
of the soil of Thomas Aquinas’ reliance on Aristotle, again, unable to yield 
a larger meaning. For Schaeffer, this was the beginning of a breakdown that 
would only exacerbate in later periods, particularly the Enlightenment. As a 
college student I had studied the Renaissance from specialists who praised 
its achievements. It took me a while to adjust to the more negative view I 
encountered at L’Abri. The Reformation was seen almost as a golden age, 
though with two flaws: unclarity about race and an uncritical acceptance 
of wealth.

Schaeffer’s views did not emerge out of the blue. His negative critique of 
the Renaissance was influenced by the Dutch philosopher Herman Dooye-
weerd, though he is almost never acknowledged. His first little book, Escape 
from Reason shows an unmistakable debt to Dooyeweerd. Other historians 
include Jeremy Jackson and various critics of Thomas Aquinas from an earlier 
era. Key to his analysis is the line of despair, which is the borderline in the 
nineteenth century separating rationality and the “non rational.” Following 
certain views of cultural history, Schaeffer believed that artists best know 
the way: “The philosophers from Rousseau, Kant, Hegel and Kierkegaard 
onward, having lost their hope of a unity of knowledge and a unity of life, 
presented a fragmented concept of reality; then the artists painted that way. 
It was the artists however who first understood that the end of this view was 
the absurdity of all things.” (190).

*     *    *
The book, and the television series, contain a dazzling array of names, 

quotes and trends. One has the sense that the zeal to include so much infor-
mation is somewhat impulsive, meant to reassure readers nothing has been 
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missed. It comes across as a shotgun. Through the bullets, we get glimpses 
of a narrative, in the end stated again and again: without a “Christian base” 
things will fall apart. The phrase that comes up over and over is “he opened 
the door to” and then follows a description of the decline, often using vague 
indictments such as this leads to “the area of non-reason” (200). In the place 
of a Christian base, a vacuum is created, filled by either chaos or arbitrary 
authoritarian régimes. The basic message is clear, even though stated breath-
lessly. However, many names and events are crammed-in, the basic theme 
is repeated: when they are gone, Christian values are replaced by arbitrary 
absolute which eventually issue either in chaos or authoritarianism. (218-219)

This is a fairly standard conservative diagnosis, though stated in a scat-
ological manner. The subtitle of Schaeffer’s series is The Rise and Decline of 
Western Thought and Culture. Frustratingly for the specialist there is a paucity 
of references to sources. This, despite a good deal of declinist literature avail-
able out there. Was he influenced by Richard Weaver’s best-selling book Ideas 
Have Consequences (1947) in which the author defends the great thinkers 
over against the mediocre pundits of the day? Interestingly, fragmentation for 
Weaver is among the major symptoms of a civilization in decline. For Schaeffer 
as well, fragmentation is among the chief evils of contemporary culture. (194)

Or was he influenced by Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West, a 
sweeping journey through the “age-phases” of the human life cycle? The final 
stage of these phases being civilization and its decadence.1 The book title is 
listed in the bibliography but there is no evidence that Schaeffer interacted 
with Spengler’s ideas. They are admittedly eclectic, dependent on thinkers 
such as Nietzsche and Goethe and even Eduard Meyer. He was drawn to 
Fascism but not entirely convinced. Schaeffer would not have gone near 
Fascism. Instead he warned against the deeper reasons for these trends. But 
did he understand Spengler?

Seeing the reasons behind the reason may be Schaeffer’s lasting contribution. 
For example, the use of drugs in the 1960s was not just escape, but the search 
for a “final experience.” Existentialist philosophy was articulated not so much 
through the normal channels of philosophical discourse, but through films and 
theater, which is where people really live. The young people who revolted in 
the universities were right about the problems (escape into “personal peace 
and affluence”) though wrong in their answers. Later, thinkers such as Os 
Guinness would develop the idea of deeper reasons more thoroughly.2
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The lack of clearly acknowledged sources removes from the series’ cred-
ibility. Still, there are hints of a method behind the investigations which 
deserve some careful scrutiny. Some of his insights are most enlightening, 
if a bit puzzling. Let’s take his views on Beethoven.

Beethoven’s music, he says, “more than that of any composer before 
him, gives the impression of being a direct outpouring of his personality.” 
It expresses modern man, on self-expression. Schaeffer cites the last string 
quartets as evidence: they “opened the door to twentieth century music.” 
(158) (He later claims Claude Debussy “opened the door” to fragmentation 
in music, leading to such trends in classical but also popular music, including 
jazz. This is presumably a different door.)

Schaeffer cites Leonard Bernstein, and also Arnold Schönbeerg and Stra-
vinsky as recognizing the prophetic nature of these last quartets (192-193). 
Beethoven’s final quartets are indeed unique. He himself declared they were 
“for a later time.” He no doubt in some fashion bridged the way from classi-
cal to romantic music. But why is that a negative? Schaeffer makes it sound 
as though there were some occult movement driving the West away from 
something like reason, to something like fragmentation and the expression 
of personality. Beethoven’s biographers, especially A. W. Thayer, certainly 
identify him with the romantics, though Beethoven refused the label. But is 
romanticism entirely bad? Was it not in part a corrective to the rationalism 
of the Enlightenment, and the acknowledgment of freedom, humanity, and 
other virtues suppressed by the rationalists? Otherwise, why are these quartets 
such a portend? He cited Donald J. Grout as saying the modern musician is 
“helpless in the grip of forces he does not understand.” But how so? Lots here 
depends on the shock value of some bold steps taken by avant-garde com-
posers, which is reduced to “perpetual variation with no resolution.” (193). 
But could the music not be a needed corrective to the cold rationalism of a 
previous time? Curiously, back in the Middle Ages Giotto had achieved a 
corrective to the colder iconic Byzantine representations of sacred subjects. 
(57) But with Beethoven the same move is a negative.

As to the music itself, I have to ask does Schaeffer really have a deep acquain-
tance with these masterpieces. Of course, one would tremble to suggest he 
did not, as he incorporated so much into his horizon. Still, should he not have 
saluted these compositions as remarkable for their craftsmanship alone? The 
C sharp minor quartet is surely one of the greatest pieces ever composed. 
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It is almost entirely a highly hewn meditation in a baroque mode. Of the 
third movement of op. 132 the composer wrote on the manuscript, “Heiliger 
Dankgesang eines Genesenen an die Gottheit, in der lydischen Tonart [Sacred Song 
of Thanksgiving from a Convalescent to the Deity, in the Lydian Mode]. What 
connection can there be to the trend to modernity? Why would it be negative?

If these quartets are an open door to negative trends Schaeffer really owes it to 
us to show how. (With Debussy he might be closer: certainly, in him, a number 
of classical conventions were challenged, replaced with wispy evocations of 
nature. But pessimist? Fragmented? Schaeffer should at least help us see how.)

Thus, pessimism and fragmentation are the malefactors of modernity (182). 
They become an “almost monolithic consensus.” Beethoven pioneered in 
music. In painting, the key “breakthrough” is the Impressionists. Then came the 
post-Impressionists who “felt the loss of universals, tried to solve the problem, 
and failed.” I have studied the post-Impressionists, particular Paul Cézanne all 
of my life. His real struggle was not to find absolutes but to achieve a unique 
artistic goal: center the reality of painting on a canvas, while respecting the 
natural world, without slavishly copying nature. He once likened himself to 
Moses, seeking to lead the arts not away from absolutes, but toward the prom-
ised land of truly artistic integrity. This is hardly the road to fragmentation.3 

Schaeffer’s view are supported by some outrageous examples he finds of 
modern artists who not only failed to find unity but also cried out in agony 
in their failure: Gauguin with his personal despair; Marcel Duchamps with 
his (failed) attempts to capture people in motion; the Marquis de Sade in his 
cruelty; John Cage with his impossible commitment to a chance universe; 
Jackson Pollock’s tragic alcoholism, etc. Such artists are marshalled into 
Schaeffer’s “almost monolithic consensus.”

I would not call these cheap shots. But there is a kind of sensationalism 
attending to their person and work. Significantly absent are the voices such 
as Georges Rouault’s, the believing Catholic painter of poverty and loneli-
ness, all within a redemptive frame. Romare Bearden is absent, as are Aaron 
Douglas and Lawrence Jacobs. No Maurice Ravel, no Olivier Messiaen, no 
Makoto Fujimura. Is this the decline of Western thought and culture?

*    *   *
So, where does this leave us? How Should We Then Live? is a lavishly illus-

trated tour through much of Western art history. It has great value as a guide, 
one which many evangelicals have lacked. Its uniqueness is not so much that 
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nothing else was around, for that is simply not true. It is that nothing quite 
like it from an evangelical viewpoint was recognized.4 Its value is enhanced 
by having a hard-hitting denunciation of lazy, escapist, “bourgeois” ethics. 
As a cultural analysis it has some value, reflecting a conservative message, 
with a Schaeffer twist. What is now needed is follow-up. Christian scholars 
need to develop and apply, and occasionally correct the insights of this 
series. Then we can better answer the question, How Should We Then Live?

1 Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West (New York: Knopf, 1966), 37 and ad loc.
2 Particularly significant are Os Guinness’ insights from the sociology of knowledge.
3 See, Denis Coutagne, Cézanne in Provence: Mémoire (Assouline, 2005).
4 In addition to the many “art appreciation” texts, there were those written by Christians, such as John 

Walford’s Great Themes in Art (New York: Prentice Hall, 2001).
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The Importance of Francis Schaeffer for Our Time

In this issue of the Southern Baptist Journal of Theology, tribute is being paid 
to Francis A. Schaeffer as 2020 is the 65th anniversary of the beginning of the 
ministry of L’Abri. When I was a college freshman the Lord worked mightily 
in my life—bringing some key persons into my life to help me grow in the 
knowledge and love of the Lord. Along with this I stumbled into the writings 
of Francis Schaeffer. I still remember picking up a book by Schaeffer and 
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thinking, “I don’t know what this is necessarily all about, but I think I need 
to read it.” This led to eventually working through a number of Schaeffer’s 
works, and eventually buying his complete collected works, which I still have.

I found that in reading Schaeffer, I was often being reminded of things 
which I—in a sense—already knew. There is a God. He is there. He is not 
silent. But also, I remember reading a smaller book, No Little People. And I 
said, of course. If God has created all persons, and all persons are made in 
the image of God, there can be no little people. All persons matter to God, 
and I should have a heart for all people around me. In short, through reading 
Schaeffer I was being given some tools to develop a Christian understanding 
of God, the world, and mankind.

And in an interesting twist of providence, after almost thirty years of 
discovering Francis Schaeffer, I met Ranald Macaulay, Schaeffer’s son-in-law 
in Cambridge, England, during a time of sabbatical in Cambridge (Ranald 
is married to Schaeffer’s daughter, Susan Schaeffer Macaulay). Ranald had 
founded a Christian apologetics ministry—Christian Heritage—housed in 
The Round Church, an old Norman Church in the heart of Cambridge. It 
was a privilege to get to give some lectures to a number of persons associated 
with that ministry on the relationship between the Christian faith and the 
intellectual life.

Francis Schaeffer wrote on a variety of topics, and he did not shy away 
from what we might call today, “public theology.” In A Christian Manifesto 
he relied on Samuel Rutherford’s Lex Rex. Schaeffer, following Rutherford, 
understood that for the Christian, law could never be considered “sociological 
law” (that particular phrase was used in Schaeffer’s Whatever Happened to 
the Human Race.) If law is simply a human construct, then law has already 
lost any ultimate meaning or grounding, and revolution is never far away. 
Only if law is ultimately grounded in the God of Holy Scripture can law 
have the kind of grounding it properly needs. Thus, Schaeffer was a part of 
that long Christian tradition which affirmed that the civil government had 
real authority, but that this authority was derivative. Thus, Schaeffer rightly 
wrote against political tyranny as well as against revolution. There is a proper 
role for the civil magistrate, but the civil magistrate was ultimately always 
subservient to God. Thus, it is appropriate to look back to Schaeffer (and the 
broader Christian tradition) as we engage our current revolutionary moment.

Francis Schaeffer has at times been somewhat dismissed as simply little 
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more than a right-wing fundamentalist parading as a Christian philosopher. 
I think this misses the point. Schaeffer rose to prominence in the wake of 
Roe v. Wade (1973), the Supreme Court decision which legalized abortion 
in the United States by (effectively) rendering null and void various state 
laws against abortion. Schaeffer himself did not choose to live in the era he 
did. But, as he worked out his understanding of theology and Christian 
political responsibility, the key ethical issue of his day was quite clearly an 
astonishing reality: the legalization of abortion throughout the United States. 
For Schaeffer this simply one more example in contemporary culture of the 
rising culture of death—a culture of death which is simply what emerges in 
a society when God is being forgotten. 

Schaeffer wrote on the importance of all persons, on the problems of 
pollution, on the problem of how various movements in modern philosophy 
have an inhumane and stultifying effect on what it means to be human. All 
this is to say: Schaeffer’s opposition to abortion was simply part of a larger 
and quite consistent theological vision of the world. As we look at our current 
cultural crisis, it is wise to step back—as Schaeffer would have done—and 
attempt to grasp our current crisis as part of a larger theological and philo-
sophical movement. Here Schaeffer is in the tradition of Abraham Kuyper, 
Herman Dooyeweerd, and Cornelius Van Til. Schaeffer understood that 
various cultural phenomena are simply the outworking of deep convictions 
which are ultimately religious at their core. That is a chief contribution of 
Schaeffer: the realization that various political and moral and social challenges 
flow from a culture’s deepest convictions—convictions which are inescapably 
and inextricably religious. Let us now move to our own cultural moment.

Our Current Cultural Moment

I have been trying to wrap my mind around what is happening in our country. 
I first began to write this essay a few weeks after the death of George Floyd 
on May 25, 2020. When I saw the now famous video of George Floyd, with 
policeman Derek Chauvin’s knee on his neck, I thought: “Unless I am missing 
something, I cannot see how that can be justified.” Of course, I was not there, 
the video had been apparently edited, and I had of course—initially—next 
to no information about George Floyd or Derek Chauvin.

We should not be surprised when we respond viscerally to death. All 
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persons are made in the image of God, and death in its origin—and forever-
more—is an enemy (1 Cor 15:26). To watch a man die should always remind 
us that this is not how things ought to have been. Christians have wrestled 
over the millennia with numerous issues related to human death. Augustine 
(AD 354-430), one of the greatest figures in the history of Christian thought, 
took both (1) death and (2) the commandment to love our neighbor and 
enemy so seriously, that he could even argue that even in war there is a sense 
in which one combatant should love his enemy, even if the just nature of a 
given war required the taking of the life of another. We may or may not quite 
agree with Augustine, but Christians can easily grasp that with which he is 
wrestling: death is serious, and the taking of the life of another should only 
be done for the right reasons and in the right way.

In the virtually immediate aftermath of the death of George Floyd, some-
thing odd happened. I begin receiving e-mails from this or that church, from 
this or that organization, all saying something like: “It is high time for our 
country to deal with racism, our national disgrace, etc.” Or, “We must all stand 
for racial justice, and do so now.” Perhaps it is something which cannot be 
asked, but my initial question was quite simple: How do we know the death 
of George Floyd was about race or racism? Perhaps it was, perhaps it was 
not. Was Chauvin a racist man? Perhaps. Was this particular act motivated by 
racism? I have no idea. How would I have access to that kind of information?

What I do know was that all four officers at the scene of Floyd’s death have 
been terminated. Chauvin has been arrested, and has been charged with 
second-degree murder. Presumably, he will go to trial. It certainly seems 
likely that this is a case of police brutality and homicide. So what would jus-
tice require at this point? Well, it would seem to require pretty much exactly 
what has happened (at least as concerns Chauvin). He has been arrested and 
charged with a crime, for it seems that the case for police brutality and some 
form of homicide is very strong. I hope and pray he receives a fair trial, that 
truth wins out and justice is done.

But Christians (and all persons, really) quickly found ourselves bom-
barded with a certain narrative: America is systemically racist, there is clear 
and obvious racial injustice on a wide scale, and the main problem of the 
summer of 2020 was this systemic racism and racial injustice, especially as 
seen in the racism of the police in the United States. Few raised their voices 
to challenge this narrative, which—on my view—seems demonstrably 
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false.1 Even the Southern Baptist Convention quickly cobbled together a 
rather odd and vacuous response. The problem with embracing the nar-
rative which quickly emerged—America is systemically racist, and there 
is a massive and wide-scale racial injustice—was that Christians generally 
offered few meaningful responses to sweeping generalizations supported 
by no meaningful data. It was an important moment, and the response by 
American Evangelicals seemed woefully inadequate. We have 2000 years of 
reflection on the nature of justice, the nature and role of civil government, 
the nature of what it means to be human (including questions of race), 
and most Evangelicals simply seemed to take their talking points from the 
headlines of our various cultured despisers.

We have witnessed around our nation mass-rioting and looting, mass 
violence, the killing (unintentional and intentional) of dozens of persons 
of various races, the burning of police stations, and the destruction of mil-
lions upon millions of dollars of property. In short, we are watching a level 
of violent revolutionary behavior that I have not witnessed in my lifetime.

In light of such revolutionary activity, mass violence, and dozens of deaths, 
it is—frankly—somewhat bizarre to receive e-mails from various persons and 
institutions primarily concerned to condemn racism, while often simultane-
ously underplaying and even giving a pass to the somewhat mind-boggling 
sweep and scope of violent and criminal activity in recent weeks.

The attempt to somewhat soft-peddle the violence and revolutionary 
activity is odd, almost Orwellian. Former Defense Secretary General James 
Mattis could even say: “We must not be distracted by a small number of 
lawbreakers.” A “small number”? Really?

I received more than one note which read something like the following: 
“We should be very concerned about racism and racial prejudice in the 
United States.” These notes then read something like: “Yes, there has been 
some violence, but this is surely due to frustration flowing from the racism 
in our country.”

Why—when encountering the most significant display of violence in 
our country seen within about the last fifty years or so—are various leaders, 
journals, denominations, and other persons of influence simply (1) calling 
for an end to racism, and simultaneously (2) offering—to my mind—such 
facile and vacuous commentary on revolutionary violence and destruction 
and mayhem?
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Francis Schaeffer, I believe, could have spoken quite clearly to our current 
crisis. He would have been joining a long list of Christian thinkers—whether 
Augustine, John Calvin, Johannes Althusis, Herman Dooyeweerd, and others—
who would have tried to grasp the deep theological and philosophical roots 
of our current disarray.

Christians have deep theological resources and wisdom from which to 
draw to speak to the various challenges of our day. When we see streets 
erupting in revolutionary violence, a violence linked often to various rad-
ical political ideologies like Marxism, identity politics, etc., what should 
Christians do or think?

Interpreting Our Current Moment in Light of Scripture 
and the Past

It is understandable that certain conservative Christians might suggest that the 
Christian faith is really about saving souls, and that we should not worry too 
much about social upheaval and unrest, or even worry too much about ques-
tions concerning a just political order. That is not what I am advocating here.

In fact, Christians should be very much be interested in how we can live 
godly, ethical lives in the present, and how we can love our neighbor in all 
sorts of ways: (1) being kind and gracious to our neighbors; (2) providing 
tangible service to our neighbors—especially during times of trial or diffi-
culty; as well as (3) trying to insure that our city, county, state, and nation 
have just laws which are being executed rightly, justly, and fairly. So, there is 
a political or social dimension to Christianity which is simply inescapable. 
When the story is finally told about the summer of 2020 and its aftermath, I 
suspect it will be quite embarrassing for Evangelicals. Why did that tradition 
which has such deep theological resources concerning biblical justice do so 
poorly in responding to the claims of racism, systemic racism, etc.?2 

But, Christians should think through all things, including the nature of social 
or political reality, in explicitly scriptural categories. So, I suspect we should 
recall the fundamental antithesis found in Genesis 3:15 and following: there 
will be a fundamental animus between the things of God and the things 
of the evil one, and this animus will exist, and rear its head, until the end.

But there is a lot of time—in one sense—between (1) the entry of sin into 
the world and (2) the final realization and consummation of the Kingdom 
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of God and God’s redemptive purposes. And it is in that period which we all 
live our lives and must wrestle with how to love God and neighbor. And as 
we live in this period—between the entry of sin into the world and the full 
realization and consummation of God’s Kingdom—we must try and forge 
(at least a proximately) just social order, we must seek the welfare of the city, 
and we must think though the nature, role, and scope, of civil authority, what 
constitutes just law, etc. No small order, indeed.

And while we engage in our civic duties we proclaim the good news, we 
proclaim the gospel. And working out the relationship between (1) the heart 
of the gospel and (2) the nature of a just social order in the present, is not an 
easy task. It almost by definition will entail debate, back-and-forth conversa-
tion, study, and—yes—argument. Christians should work very hard—and 
have worked very hard—at the task of thinking through what the role of the 
civil magistrate is, at distinguishing between (1) a sin and (2) a crime, and at 
not getting sucker-punched into embracing alien and indeed anti-Christian 
philosophies and worldviews which subtly, or not-so-subtly—undermine, 
or are hostile to, basic Christian convictions and commitments.

An insight from John Calvin (1509-1564) (but not only in Calvin) is 
especially helpful and illuminating. Man is homo adorans—worshipping 
man. Man is, by nature, a worshipping creature, and will continue to be a 
worshipping creature for all time. When Bob Dylan said “It may be the devil, 
or it may be the Lord, but your gonna serve somebody,” he was right. Hence, 
it is necessary—on my view—to view our current revolutionary moment as 
fundamentally and inescapably as a matter of religious faith. In short: current 
revolutionary activity is a manifestation of a kind of religious faith, even if this 
faith is—on Christian terms—ultimately a form of unbelief.

If Calvin is correct, it will have implications for our thinking about social 
order and questions of justice. Christians should look at every call for justice 
and ask some very basic questions: how is the term “justice” being used here? 
Is what is being called for actually what Scripture requires or entails? Is what 
is being called for perhaps a good thing, but not really a question of justice. 
What we might quickly learn is that it is quite easy to shout “justice” loudly 
from the street corner, and to do so with a hand in the air, but the real work of 
justice is likely a bit more laborious and slow, and indeed a bit more tedious.

But if Calvin is correct, the Christian also knows that behind every call for 
justice, behind every call for this or that social order is an ultimate conviction 
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or set of convictions that are theological or religious at their core. If we scratch 
this or that social program or call for legislation or call for “justice,” we will 
discover a conviction or set of convictions that is theological or religious all 
the way down. We will discover a certain understanding (explicit or implicit) 
of God, of man, of redemption, and of history. So, when we see weeks of 
revolutionary activity—violence, looting, killing, destruction of property, 
seizing of city blocks by armed civilians (e.g., Seattle in June 2020), we should 
ask some very basic questions: what theological or religious conviction or set 
of convictions are at work here?

And this brings to mind a book I cannot recommend highly enough: 
James H. Billington, Fire in the Minds of Men: Origins of Revolutionary Faith. 
Billington reflects on revolutions from the late 18th century to (almost) the 
present, essentially beginning with the French Revolution. One of most 
intriguing insights in the book is that the French Revolution was driven by 
fundamentally religious impulses and desires. These religious desires were 
generally idolatrous and godless, but they were nonetheless religious. Thus, 
the revolutions of 1789 could use Christian imagery and symbolism (e.g., 
the Lord’s Supper and Baptism) and press them into service into acts of 
terror (murder) and even into sexual perversion and pornography. French 
revolutionary Count Mirabeau could say that his goal was not to “reform” 
the nation but to regenerate it. For Mirabeau, the National Assembly of the 
French Revolution was “the inviolable priesthood of national policy.”3 

Interestingly, the British poet William Wordsworth (1770-1850) (and 
other poets of his era) was initially friendly to the French Revolution. But 
eventually Wordsworth cooled to the Revolution, and became more “con-
servative.” One recent commentator has called Wordsworth’s change of mind 
an apostasy—i.e., a falling from the faith.4 The Bible and John Calvin are 
right: we are fundamentally worshipping creatures. We will serve the devil 
or we will serve the Lord, and this worship and service, which will express itself 
in our various understandings of social and political reality,  will always be—all 
the way down—religious.

There are plenty of resources to help Christians and other persons of good 
will to try and come to terms with our current movement. For example, 
Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, in his Out of Revolution: Autobiography of Western 
Man (originally published in 1938), argued that monarchy will eventually 
be corrupted by tyranny, which is followed by aristocracy, which is followed 
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by oligarchy, which is followed by democracy, which is followed by mob-rule. 
This mob rule is then followed by either monarchy or tyranny. As I write 
this piece ( June 10, 2020), a group in Seattle has literally seized control of a 
portion of the city, and—with revolutionaries toting machine-guns—have 
cordoned off a portion of the city, and have taken over the police station in 
that area of the city. Mob rule indeed.

When I try to grasp what seems to me the Evangelical failure to speak 
meaningfully to our current crisis, my mind goes back to Francis Schaeffer. 
Schaeffer would have thought in terms of fundamental theological frame-
works and categories. We need that kind of holistic and theologically robust 
voice and perspective today.

What saddens me about so much of the commentary surrounding our 
current challenges is that it tends to miss the obvious. We are still reaping 
the consequences of certain key impulses and convictions of the Enlighten-
ment. To wit, David Hume (1711-1776) could write that as a philosopher, 
his goal was virtually to start over in his philosophy, completely abandoning 
the past. Of course René Descartes (1596-1650) preceding him, with his 
notion of methodological doubt, had said very much the same thing. And 
this is the point: Such philosophical convictions are inherently and inescapably 
revolutionary, in that they want to reject the past (as well as authority, tradition, 
and religion), and to recreate society from scratch. Why? Because there is a 
certain philosophy (or theology) at work here.

And this brings us the specter behind much of our current dilemma, and 
this is of course Karl Marx (1818-1883). We might put it this way. Marx had 
a certain philosophy (or theology) of history, wherein violent revolution 
leads to a kind of social utopia. So, violent revolution is simply a part of the 
process of achieving the end of history. Indeed, as Marx wrote: “revolutions 
are the locomotives of history.” As communists would quip when questioned 
about the millions of deaths under Josef Stalin’s communist purges, “If you 
want an omelet, you have to break a few eggs!”5 

A Brief Reflection on the Gospel and a Christian Understanding of History
Rather than deny the importance of history, faithful Christian thought offers 
a more biblical and therefore the true philosophy or theology of history. God 
is ruling and orchestrating history, and is building a kingdom. This kingdom 
grows throughout history, and portends a future where the King returns 
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to make all things right. We might look to the book of Isaiah, and how the 
gospel appears in the Old Testament. Thus, in Isaiah 52:7 we read:

  7How beautiful upon the mountains

   are the feet of him who brings good news,

  who publishes peace, who brings good news of happiness,

   who publishes salvation,

   who says to Zion, “Your God reigns.”

It might take a reader a bit of work to answer a basic question: What does 
(1) the “good news,” mentioned twice in verse 7, have to do with (2) the 
announcement that “Your God reigns”? A good question indeed. Or, one 
might have to think a bit to work out the following: Why do the preceding 
verses (vv. 4-6) speak about “my people” (three times) so much? Why does 
Isaiah speak of “my name” (i.e., God’s name) being despised? Why Isaiah 
(giving voice to the LORD) say that “my people shall know my name,” and 
that “in that day they shall know that it is I who speak; here am I?” And 
after verse 7, why are the watchmen glad to see “the return of the LORD to 
Zion?” Then, to complicate things a bit more, how do we relate the gospel 
her in Isaiah 52 to Paul’s summary of the Gospel in 1 Corinthians 15 as the 
death, burial, resurrection, and appearances of Jesus? Good questions all.

I would suggest the following. The King is at work now, Aslan is indeed 
on the move, and the King’s Kingdom will one day be fully realized, and full 
justice will be accomplished and executed. As Christians press on to the 
celestial city we do so through a veil of tears—there is real sadness in this 
life, as well as real joy. When we read in Isaiah 52:7 that “Your God reigns” 
(either an entailment of the gospel or perhaps one way stating the gospel) we 
are reminded that the God of Scripture is a God who truly reigns. And if we 
are reading Isaiah with an eye to the rest of the canon, when we read the word 
“reigns” in Isaiah 52:7 our minds should likely think, “Kingdom!” So, the 
King indeed reigns, and the King is returning. Since this is—ultimately, and 
even with certain voices stating to the contrary—the King’s world, we believe 
that the King will indeed set all things right. There will indeed, ultimately, 
be true justice. But true justice—if one stops to think just a bit—entails, 
judgment. That is, the good news of God’s reign means that the king will 
execute judgement. And here the four elements of Paul’s gospel summary 
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in 1 Corinthians 15—the death, burial, resurrection, and appearances of 
Jesus—come into clearer focus. For the “good news” of God’s reign (Isa 
52:7) to be good news for you or for me means that I must become a friend 
of the King. If I persist in being an enemy of the king (which is who I am in 
my unregenerate and pre-Christian state, Rom 5:10), then the full flowering 
and full realization of the reign of God in history will mean verdict of “guilty” 
at the final judgment. So, since the true King is a good and gracious King, he 
has provided a way for enemies of the King to become friends of the King. But 
this path toward friendship with the King is a costly one—it cost the King 
the death of his own true Son. The King sent the Son to be a propitiation 
for our sins (1 John 2:2; 4:10). This was—properly understood—necessary. 
For, if the King had not punished sin he would not have been a just King, 
and if the King is not just how can he justify those enemies which he desires 
to turn into friends (Rom 3:21-26)? 

So, in a Christian understanding of history we seek to live faithful lives in 
present now. We know that God’s kingdom is growing, and is unstoppable. 
Whatever one’s particular eschatological framework and commitments, we 
know that earthly rulers are called to “serve the Lord with fear, “and “to kiss 
the Son” (Ps 2:11-12). We know that the governing authorities are “servants” 
(Rom 13:4) and “ministers” (Rom 13:6) of God Himself, and that at some 
point every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord 
(Phil 2:11). We also know that ultimately “The kingdom of the world has 
become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ” (Rev 11:15).

In the present we seek to love God and neighbor, and such love means—
in part—seeking justice in the here and now, knowing that such justice will 
likely be proximate and imperfect, awaiting the ultimate justice which is 
established when the King returns. The challenge is to seek to live faithful 
lives in the present, and to do so in accord with what Scripture teaches. A 
couple of generations ago, certain thinkers warned against the “gnostic” 
temptation—that is, a rejection of a real and stable created order, a rejec-
tion that in education there is a body of knowledge which can and should 
be passed on, and the idea that tradition, authority, and religious faith is 
to be rejected in favor of a kind of revolutionary destruction of society.6 
Romantic and high-octane calls for “justice” in this or that demonstration 
or protest today is probably not always very aware of exactly what they 
are calling for. 
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The Marxist Option
In a Marxist historical analysis, when trying to get at what is really driving this 
or that social change or movement, one is told: “follow the money.” There 
is some truth to the importance of this question, but a Christian analysis of 
this or that social phenomenon is ultimately going to be more profound 
and penetrating. The Christian is going to ask a more fundamental ques-
tion, or set of questions: “Which god does this person serve?” “What does 
this person love”? In short, a truly Christian analysis of this or that social 
phenomenon is going to get at the heart of the issue, and the heart of the 
issue always has to do with who man is, how is he damaged by sin, how he 
has—or can be—been transformed by the grace of God, and what god is 
any person serving or worshipping?

We might say that Marxism—like every non-Christian philosophy—is 
a way of viewing the world which either rejects, reworks, or coopts (or tries 
to coopt) fundamental Christian truths. Marxism has its own (1) doctrine 
of sin; (2) doctrine of atonement; (3) doctrine or philosophy of history, 
or eschatology.

In terms of (1) sin, Marxism views the fundamental problem as one of 
economic oppression and the stratified class system which results from such 
economic oppression. In particular, Marxism generally views profit-making 
as inherently oppressive, and thus “sinful”. This is why we such a rage against 
capitalism in our day. For, in a Marxist vision of the world, a capitalistic or 
free-market system is inherently and inextricably immoral and oppressive.

In terms of (2) atonement, the only way to deal with the “sin” or evil of 
economic oppression is revolution. It is important for Christians to grasp 
this. Whereas in Christian theology sins can actually be atoned for, and hence 
forgiven, in Marxism the “sin” of economic oppression can only be dealt with 
through the destruction of those committing such sin. In Christianity, on 
the other hand, sin is truly dealt with in the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ. 
Since sin has been truly and absolutely dealt with in the death of Jesus Christ, 
those persons who were enemies can now be friends; indeed former enemies 
are now actually brother and sisters. Since in Christianity enemies of the King 
are now friends of the King, these former enemies of the King (and of each 
other), are now friends of each other.

In terms of (3) a doctrine or philosophy of history (i.e., an eschatology), 
the contrast between Marxism and Christianity is stark indeed. But we also 



Notes from the Revolution: Reflections on the Crisis of the Summer of 2020

145

see here the parasitic nature of Marxism. Marxism calls for a revolution. There 
is economic oppression, and the only way to overcome such oppression is 
the revolution of the proletariat (the workers). Such a revolution is necessary 
but temporary, in the Marxist understanding of history. Once the revolution 
is complete, the totalitarian state (which was necessary to accomplish the 
revolution) will wither away, resulting in a kind of economic utopia, where 
all persons live in harmony and all needs are met. In short, there is quite 
an optimistic eschatological vision of reality, even though there must be a 
revolution to get there.

The Marxist vision of the world is a heady thing, and has proved intox-
icating to many persons since the time of Marx. As Christians try to come 
to terms with our current cultural crisis, we would do well to try and grasp 
the perennial attraction of Marxism. Jonathan Edwards wanted to write an 
apologetic in which he laid out the beauty of Christianity. I am convinced 
that many persons are drawn to Marxism not because they have sat down and 
read the works of Karl Marx. Rather, I suspect there is a kind of romantic and 
aesthetic attraction. I would like persons to actually look into the beauty of 
a Christian vision of reality. For those who taste and see, a Christian vision 
of reality has no competitors at the level of beauty.

A Better Way
So, should Christians seek justice in the present? Most certainly. But Chris-
tians would be wise to take their clues from Scripture and persons like 
Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer, rather than Karl Marx. Van Prinsterer 
(1801-1876) wrote a book entitled Unbelief and Revolution. For van Prin-
sterer, there were two paths one might follow in seeking a more just social 
order in the here and now. One could choose reformation or revolution. The 
Christian option was—and is—reformation, while unbelief led consistently 
to the revolutionary mindset. “Reformation” here does not mean turning a 
blind eye to injustice in the present. Rather, Van Prinsterer is saying that the 
Christian way of seeking in justice in the present—if albeit a proximate and 
imperfect justice this side of the end of things—is a path of reformation and 
not revolution. Christians should use persuasion rather than destruction. We 
should vote and make arguments, rather than burn and take no prisoners. 
Society should be seen as an organism—one that takes time to nurture, 
prune, and grow, rather than as something which can simply be destroyed 
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one day and rebuilt the next. The King will eventually make all things right, 
and ultimate justice will be established. Our efforts in the meantime are real 
and important and necessary, but reformation leading to proximate if imper-
fect justice is much more in accord with the Scriptures than revolutionary 
destruction in misguided effort to have “the city of God without God,” or 
to bring the eschatological fulfillment of all things into the present by use 
of force, arms, death, and destruction.7

Christians should indeed speak to the various pressing issues of our day, 
but virtually turning a blind eye to the revolutionary burning down of the 
house is foolish and tragic. Perhaps I am trying to do what Rosenstock-Huessy 
was trying to do in 1938 in his Out of Revolution: “I wish to pour the water 
of patience into the strong wine of revolutionary excitement, so that my 
contemporaries may not waste their time in feverish and fruitless efforts.”8 

Concluding Reflection

Time will tell whether this generation of Evangelicals will be able to speak 
truth to our current challenges. I am neither a prophet nor the son of a 
prophet, but I think the odds are against us—at least in the short term. An 
Evangelical critique of our current cultural crisis will mean a deep study and 
application of Scripture, and a return to some of the great Christian thinker 
of the past (Protestant and otherwise). It will mean grasping the essential 
insights of Augustine’s The City of God, as well as the social implications 
of the theology of the Reformers, the understanding of “revolution” and 
“reformation” found in Groen Van Prinsterer, as well as the kind of thinking 
evidenced by Francis Schaeffer. 

Whether the “Benedict Option” of Rod Dreher is an Evangelical option, 
I will leave for another essay. But Dreher’s council for Christians to take 
seriously the importance of Christians passing on the faith to our own is very 
much on target. But the kind of social analysis modeled by Francis Schaeffer 
is also necessary. Christians must grasp that the revolutionaries currently 
inside and outside the halls of power are not truly secular. They are driven 
by a kind of zeal which is a type of religious zeal, and it is a religious zeal all 
the way down. The only worthwhile response is the gospel, which carries its 
own societal vision and its own understanding justice—social or otherwise. 
Francis Schaeffer understood this. We need to.
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1 Kudos to Gerald McDermott for his piece, “Race and Redemption,” featured in the online version of First 
Things on June 11, 2020. https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2020/06/race-and-redemption.

2 There have been glimmers of light, however. Thomas J. Nettles’ essay, “Biblical Justice and Social Justice,” 
is a particularly biblical and irenic reflection on these issues.

3 James H. Billington, Fire in the Minds of Men: Origins of the Revolutionary Faith (New York:  Basic Books, 1980), 
20. Emphasis mine.

4 Thomas Keymer, “After-Meditation,” London Review of Books, vol. 42, no. 12, June 18, 2020. https://www.
lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v42/n12/thomas-keymer/after-meditation. 

5 I do not treat the phenomenon of cultural Marxism in this essay. For an excellent introduction see Robert 
Smith, “Cultural Marxism: Imaginary Conspiracy or Revolutionary Reality?” Themelios 44:3 (2019): 
436-65. Smith’s essay can be accessed online at https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/article/
cultural-marxism-imaginary-conspiracy-or-revolutionary-reality/. For a very helpful popular level treatment, 
I would recommend Melvin Tinker, That Hideous Strength: A Deeper Look at How the West Was Lost, An Expanded 
Edition Examining the Cancer of Cultural Marxism in the Church, the World, and the Gospel of Change (Darlington, 
UK:  Evangelical Press, 2020).

6 This is the thesis of Eric Voegelin (1901-1985) and Richard M. Weaver (1910-1963), thinkers who need to 
be recovered in the present. Voegelin wrote a massive five-volume work, Order and History. To more quickly 
grasp his thought, persons often turn to his shorter The New Science of Politics: An Introduction (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987; originally published in 1952). While many persons are familiar with 
Weaver’s Ideas Have Consequences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1948), indeed a very insightful 
book, I actually think a lesser-known work might be just as prescient and helpful in our time: Visions of 
Order: The Cultural Crisis of Our Time (Wilmington, DE:  Intercollegiate Studies Institute, 1995; originally 
published in 1965 by Louisiana State University Press).  

7 Eric Voegelin was famous for describing the totalitarian tendency to “immanentize the eschaton.”
8 Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, Out of Revolution: Autobiography of Western Man (Providence, RI/Oxford, UK:  

Berg, 1969; originally published in 1938), 13.
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SBJT Forum
SBJT: In your life, you briefly interacted with Francis Schaef-
fer and were influenced by him. Reflect on Schaeffer’s legacy 
and importance for the evangelical church. 

Mark T. Coppenger: As I was begin-
ning my doctoral work in philosophy at 
Vanderbilt in 1970, I became aware of a 
Christian mentor of some sort in Switzer-
land, one sporting knee pants and a billy 
goat beard. I somehow laid my hands on 
his little book, Escape from Reason, and 
was intrigued and pleasantly surprised 
that he was conversant and engaged with 
some secular philosophers. Most of the 
Christian literature with which I was 
familiar came in the form of commen-
tary, devotion, and biography. But here 
was a fellow mixing it up with the likes 
of Kant and Rousseau.

Little did I know that, in the years 
ahead, I would lead the discussion of 
his film series How Should We Then 
Live? in Wheaton, at College Church 
and Bethany Chapel (Plymouth Breth-
ren); that Francis and Edith would 
come speak to my bioethics class at 

Wheaton College; that Udo Middelmann (their son in law) would meet 
with my Baptist Collegiate Ministry group at Northwestern University; 
that our Kairos Journal (kairosjournal.org) editorial team would spend a 
day in conversation with Os Guinness (who lived with the Schaeffers in 
Switzerland) and that I would use his Os’s book, The Call, in my freshman 
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Christ-and-culture classes at Wheaton. I was meeting Francis Schaeffer and 
L’Abri at every turn.

I think I am (and perhaps we are) most indebted to Schaeffer for three 
things: (1) His work in cultural apologetics; (2) His engagement with the 
heavyweights of Western civilization, whether philosophical or artistic; (3) 
His advocacy for the unborn. Let me take them in reverse order.

Regarding abortion, he and C. Everett Koop, were well ahead of the SBC 
moral curve with the release of the film series, Whatever Happened to the 
Human Race? in 1979. That was the year Adrian Rogers was elected SBC 
president, launching the Conservative Resurgence. We were almost ten years 
away from Richard Land’s appointment to head the Christian Life Commis-
sion ([CLC] now the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission), and the 
CLC was still in the hands of those at peace with Roe v. Wade. Indeed, they 
had led the SBC to indulge this court decision in resolution form. Pro-abor-
tion professor Paul Simmons was still ensconced in the faculty at Southern. 
(I remember my astonishment when, as a pastor in Arkansas, I received a 
1980s call from Simmons, asking me to join in the fight against a referendum 
denying the use of state funds for abortion.) It took us a while to turn the 
denominational ship in a pro-life direction, and in this we were helped by 
non-SBC evangelicals like Schaeffer who sounded the alarm early on.

Next, he called out by name a range of thinkers relatively or utterly unfa-
miliar to the vast majority of evangelicals—folks like Aquinas, Hegel, Sartre, 
Picasso, and Capote, who appear in the aforementioned Escape from Reason 
(1968). While a fair number of us had seen C. S. Lewis confront various idols 
of the age, e.g., in Screwtape Letters (1942) and in Pilgrim’s Regress (1933), with 
its “Mr. Enlightenment,” our reading habits ran more to Hannah Hurnard’s 
Hinds’ Feet in High Places (1955), Elisabeth Elliot’s Through Gates of Splendor 
(1957), and Jesse Fletcher’s Bill Wallace of China (1963). Here now was a 
scrapper addressing the panoply of European thought and practice and not 
at all intimidated by the conceits of secular academics or seduced by their 
conceptual blandishments. A tough, discursive guy.

It was not so much the content of his analysis that blessed many of us, but 
rather the very fact that he offered it at all. I’m reminded of the flak that Eternity 
and World magazines got for their film reviews (by Harvey Conn and Gene 
Veith respectively). The evangelical gainsayers were not questioning the details 
of a particular take on this or that movie, but instead the wisdom in offering 
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film commentary in the first place, thus dignifying “Hollywood Babylon.”
In that context, in the mid-1970s, I broke off my job application to King’s 

College (then in Briarcliff Manor, New York) when I learned that the faculty 
had to avoid the commercial theater (whether movies, plays, or musicals), 
with The Sound of Music and The King and I beckoning from Broadway, not 
that far down the Hudson from the college. Analogously, here was Francis 
Schaeffer not only reading the toxic Nietzsche and Heidegger, but offering 
us “reviews” of their thought. Pretty audacious (and exhilarating) of him.

Then there was his argument that ideas had social consequences, and 
manifestly so, thus demonstrating the superiority and even indispensability 
of a Christian worldview in generating sound civilization. Surprisingly, some 
evangelicals were not thrilled with this strategy. In the intro to my book, 
Moral Apologetics, I quote (from A Reasonable Faith) the estimable William 
Lane Craig as he ranks down Schaeffer’s enterprise: 

[T]he apologetic for Christianity based on the human predicament is an extremely 

recent phenomenon, associated primarily with Francis Schaeffer. Often it is 

referred to as “cultural apologetics” because of its analysis of post-Christian 

culture. This approach constitutes an entirely different sort of apologetics than 

the traditional models, since it is not concerned with epistemological issues of 

justification and warrant. Indeed, in a sense it does not even attempt to show in 

a positive sense that Christianity is true.”

I then go on to suggest ten reasons that Craig was wrong on this point and to 
argue that Schaeffer’s approach is a legitimate species of the venerable Design/
Teleological Argument. I note, too, that Craig himself observed, “In Europe, we 
have seen the bitter fruit of secularization, which now threatens North America.”

It’s been decades since I saw the film series, How Should We Then Live? 
(yes, back then it was a film, a reel-to-reel projection), but I think my memory 
serves me right when I recall the image of a Swissair 747 flying above the Alps, 
with Schaeffer’s voiceover saying that Christianity provides the conceptual, 
moral, and institutional base for such high tech achievement. (As I’ve written 
elsewhere, in the spirit of Schaeffer, there’s no such thing as a Muslim car.)

Indeed, as Schaeffer well knew and ably demonstrated, “ideas have con-
sequences.” And I might extend that to a notion I distilled (and awkwardly 
worded) from Catholic writer, E. Michael Jones—Consequences have ideas, 
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which, in turn, have consequences. In Degenerate Moderns, he argues that 
so much of our cultural madness, with its proliferation of toxic ideologies, 
comes from people who slid or charged into sin (primarily sexual sin) and 
then scrambled to come up with notions which would normalize their deca-
dence—folks like Sigmund Freud, Margaret Mead, Pablo Picasso, Alfred Kinsey, 
and John Maynard Keynes. Their “consequences” (the shameful spectacle 
of their contemptible behavior) generated “ideas” (theories and pleadings 
to excuse, build upon, and even celebrate that behavior) that fostered fresh 
ruinous “consequences” (corruption of society by those buying their wicked 
foolishness). In other words, social catastrophe starts in the evil willfulness of 
the heart, not in the muddling of the mind, and then the muddled mind serves 
the projects of the depraved soul. I think this template would satisfy Schaeffer.

Of course, there are so many applications, including, I would argue, the 
rat’s nest of Critical Race Theory and Intersectionality, so fetching to many in 
our land. Driven by perpetual and virtually insatiable envy and resentment; 
relentless in searching out slights and generating excuses for one’s own short-
falls; brewing semantic moonshine and wielding slander (of the living and 
the dead) with ease; fostering churlishness rather than amiability; injecting 
acrimony while diluting the antiseptic promise of the gospel; spinning false 
narratives in a patronizing spirit, and pushing relativistic, tribal epistemolo-
gies upon us; wielding the class-struggle hammer, counting arguably good 
people as nails to be slammed; gathering mea culpas like scalps from those 
too addled or fearful to dissent. Yet there are those who would visit these 
toxins on the church. What could go wrong?

Though Schaeffer made a great contribution to the Christian mind, we Whea-
ton philosophers who were tapped to lead church discussions on the film series 
were underwhelmed by some of his judgments. Steve Evans thought his treatment 
of Kierkegaard was unfair; Art Holmes thought Aquinas got a raw deal; and I 
was less than enthusiastic over his harsh treatment of pre- and post-Reformation 
art. He seemed to doing philosophy by machete rather than with scalpel. (I’m 
reminded of the popular characterization of knee jerk, sweeping dismissal of 
anything thing President Trump does: “Orange Man, Bad.” Except that Schaef-
fer would go with “Michelangelo, Bad,” “Dürer Good.”) Of course, there are 
secularists who track with Schaeffer on much of what he says regarding latter 
day art, e.g., Peter Gay’s Modernism: The Lure of Heresy. But there is a lively and 
important dispute among evangelicals over the perspective Hans Rookmaaker 
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offered in Modern Art and the Death of Culture (1970), the viewpoint that much 
influenced Schaeffer. Witness, for instance, Anderson and Dyrness’s Modern 
Art and The Life of a Culture: The Religious Impulses of Modernism (2016). The 
point is that the gentle reader might get the impression that, from a Christian 
perspective, the solutions to the range of philosophical puzzles are obvious and 
covered sufficiently in a “Cliff’s Notes” edition.

It strikes me as indicative and productive of a certain approach to phi-
losophy, which I’ll call “Taxonomical/Genealogical/Cafeterial.” It’s well 
adapted to PowerPoint note taking, with a handy place for everything and 
a tidy thing for every place. It gives us one-line critiques such as “Descartes’s 
Cogito fostered subjectivism, which gave birth to relativism.” You’ve really 
got to be careful with this sort of thing, for it nurtures such slippery-slope 
reasoning as, “Paul preached grace, which birthed antinominanism.” Yes, you 
can overdo nuance, qualification, and circumspection, but you can underdo 
it as well, and into this second bog Schaeffer was prone to slide. Of course, 
there’s real value in a 1:20,000,000 scale map, where an inch represents about 
three hundred miles. It lets you put the U.S. on a single sheet of typing paper. 
But if you want to be effective in combat operations against a savvy enemy, 
you need the standard 1:50,000 military map, with about a mile per inch. 
Schaeffer gave us something more akin to the former. And, I would suggest, 
the details were sometimes doubtful, as if one extended the Alleghenies into 
Mississippi and gave Maryland’s Eastern Shore to Delaware. To be sure, 
comprehensive classifications have their place of honor. I’m grateful for “King 
Phillip Came Over from Greece Seeking Variety” (Kingdom, Phylum, Class, 
Order, Family, Genus, Species, Variety), but I’d still like to hear a bit more 
on why whales aren’t fish. And what are we to make of those who claim that 
Linnaeus’s Phylum category is bogus, an unfortunate straitjacket on nature, 
a distinction without a clear difference?

What’s missing in much evangelical assessment of philosophy is that 
philosophy is something you do and not just something you catalogue. It’s 
more than cheers or boos from the bleachers. In the hands of Christians, 
it should be deployed to answer “What is it?” questions not settled with a 
simple appeal to the Bible. We know from Scripture that murder, the will-
ful taking of innocent life, is a sin. We don’t know with the same precision 
what constitutes a just tax system (whether flat, progressive, or regressive); 
what sculpture, if any, should the city commission for its parks; and when 
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the state has gone too far with its “pandemic” strictures. So we have to find 
or provide tools for digging some fresh ground. To my seminar students, I 
suggest ten, the sort that Socrates used to delve into the nature of such matters 
as friendship (Lysis), courage (Laches), and knowledge (Theaetetus). I call 
them “Elements of Dialogue,” ways to begin doing philosophy:

1. Can you give an example? (illustration)
2. What’s at stake? What difference does it make? (application)
3. Where are you going with this? (destination)
4. But wouldn’t that mean . . . ? (implication)
5. What exactly do you mean by . . . ? (clarification)
6. So it is kind of like . . . ? (analogy; comparison)
7. But what about . . . ? (counter-example)
8. Wouldn’t it be better to look at it this way? (alternative paradigm)
9. So you’re saying . . . ? (summarization)
10. But how does this square with . . . ? (cohesion)
To put it another way, it prompts you to do more than travel down the 

buffet line of others’ ideas, picking out what you want to eat and shunning the 
rest. Rather, it puts you in the kitchen where you work to cook up something 
palatable and nutritious.

When the chaplain at the Defense Intelligence Agency called to ask if I’d 
bring one of the ethics lectures he was allotted each year, we discussed our way 
to a topic. It was a time when the intelligence breaches of Edward Snowden, 
Julian Assange, and Bradley/Chelsea Manning were much in the news. I didn’t 
much care for these guys, but I hadn’t given it much thought, so I suggested 
a session on what I lumped together as “Snowdenism.” I ended up appealing 
to Aristotle, with his notion that there are rocks on both sides—there can 
be too much and too little surveillance and secrecy—but I didn’t just say, 
“Oh, that’s easy, Snowden bad.” I worked through the aforementioned, ten 
dialogical elements, with the emphasis on worked. Grunt work.

I’m not suggesting that Schaeffer was a slacker. He was prodigious in 
his research, discourse, and production. What I am saying is that his style 
encouraged quick takes and short cuts in his followers, an impatience with 
mining primary sources for gems amidst the dross and for searching out 
mold amidst the treasure.

In philosophy, one of the Utilitarians observed, “Better Socrates dissat-
isfied than a pig satisfied.” In other words, it’s better to go to bed with an 
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unresolved, earnestly-engaged, question still bugging you than to get a snappy 
fix from the trough and hit the sack with a smile on your drowsy face. I’m 
simply saying, “Beware in reading Schaeffer lest you think too quickly that 
you know what it takes more effort to know.”

All this being said, “Thank God for Francis Schaeffer.”

SBJT: What lessons can we 
learn from Francis Schaef-
fer as we face an increasingly 
post-Christian world and 
a moral revolution that is 
directly affecting the Church 
and Christian institutions of 
higher education? 

Andrew T. Walker: We are the products 
of the institutions that shape us. I have 
been fortunate to take the long march 
through several Christian institutions 
that have been unabashedly Schaef-
ferian in their understanding of the 
Christians’ responsibility to the cultural 
order. Schaeffer’s thought in Christian 
institutions represents a sort of neces-
sary countermove to the long march that 
progressivism has taken in secular insti-
tutions. As Schaeffer’s thought beckons, 
standing athwart secular progressivism is 

a necessary project that reflects the ongoing antithesis at the heart of Schaeffer’s 
cultural analysis. More than ever, Christians need Schaefferian confidence in 
proclaiming God’s clear moral commands for the sake of a civilization that has 
rejected its Christian roots, a rejection resulting in misery and collateral damage 
left in the wake of the cultural revolution.

That antithesis has particular verve when discussing Schaeffer’s understand-
ing of morality and ethics. Schaeffer’s moral realism originates not only with his 
doctrine of God, but interestingly, the uniqueness of God’s revelation. Apart 
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from God’s revelation, Schaeffer insists, it is impossible to determine whether 
man’s current state is normative, and thus intrinsically cruel, or whether a 
change in man’s moral estate occurred from a prior a moral state. Agreeing 
with French philosophers Charles Baudelaire and Albert Camus, Schaeffer 
grants that if “there is an unbroken line between what man is now and what 
he has always intrinsically been, then if there is a God, He must be the Devil” 
(He is There and He is Not Silent in Francis A. Schaeffer Trilogy [Wheaton: 
Crossway, 1990], 296). This is why Schaeffer is not content to leave morality 
to theism alone, but revelation. Schaeffer insists that impersonal theism void 
of revelation could just as easily created man to be a moral monster. Theism, 
without disclosure, posits no certainty about whether the divine account of 
morality is necessarily good. For perhaps the divine being is a cruel god who 
creates cruel creatures. Schaeffer writes, “With an impersonal being, morals 
really do not exist as morals. If one starts with an impersonal beginning, the 
answer to morals eventually turns out to be the assertion that there are no 
morals (in however sophisticated a way this may be expressed)” (He is There 
and He is Not Silent, 292). Without revelation, for Schaeffer, ethics is merely 
descriptive, and can in no way be confidently prescriptive.

For Schaeffer, in contrast, the verbal plenary inspiration of Scripture posits 
a picture of immoral man’s present lot cast against his original moral estate. 
Genesis 3 is not the prescription for Christian ethics. Genesis 1 is. We were not 
created to be cruel. Sin corrupted man’s moral stature. This clarification makes 
all the difference in the possibility of a Christian ethic. If man’s current moral 
estate is a departure from his original position, it leaves open the possibility for 
prescriptive ethics. It means man’s present cruelty is not intrinsic to his nature 
but a privation. Prescriptive ethics are the foundation for a Christian ethic that 
is capable of making moral judgments and obligations. It is why Schaeffer’s 
adamancy that “He [God] is There” entails the declaration “He is Not Silent.” 
According to Schaeffer (He is There and He is Not Silent, 300):

The only answer in the area of morals, as true morals (including the problem of 

social evil), turns upon the fact of God’s being there. If God is not there (not 

just the word of God, but God Himself being there objectively —the God of 

the Judeo-Christian Scriptures), there is no answer at all to the problem of evil 

and morals. Again, it is not only necessary that He be there, but that He is not 

silent. There is a philosophical necessity in both metaphysics and morals that 
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He is there and that He is not silent. He has spoken, in verbalized, propositional 

form, and He has told us what His character is.

The significance of this formulation for Christian ethics and cultural 
Christian engagement cannot be overstated. The Christian’s ability to pro-
claim morally binding obligations upon society, to insist upon the standards 
necessary for cultural survival, rests on the scandalous notion that there is a 
Christian ethic, and it is known. Schaeffer insists that it is the combination 
of both God’s existence and God making known the moral order through 
propositional revelation that makes possible the intelligibility of Christian 
social engagement. The idea of an objective, truthful, authoritative, binding, 
and intelligible moral order separates an ethic that is extra nos from an ethic 
formulated according to convention, custom, and consensus. It shapes every-
thing about the possibility of social engagement. “On this basis,” Schaeffer 
writes, “we can have an adequate ground for fighting evil, including social 
evil and social injustice. Modern man has no real basis for fighting for evil” 
(He is There and He is Not Silent, 299). Schaeffer’s argument is clear: With-
out Scripture grounding our moral norms in a prescriptive direction, the 
Christian is without a moral arsenal.

It is the idea of the Christian ethic as a revealed ethic that has put it at 
odds with prevailing secular winds. But if we follow a Schaefferian argument, 
Christians do not take a cafeteria-pick-or-choose approach to morality. We 
must be unbending to accept the canons of secular morality that pretends 
to traffic in authority, but whose power is derived only from the strength of 
its own impulse. Whether it be gender, sexuality, or the status of the unborn, 
Christians have a word to proclaim. Secularism posits a word as well, but it is 
a word that lacks the sufficient explanatory power to make its claims binding.

Thus, there is no warrant for Christian engagement that would purport 
to be Christian apart from our understanding of divine inspiration. If justi-
fication by faith is the doctrine upon which the church stands or falls, it is 
divine revelation that is the impetus for Christian ethics. Schaeffer would see 
it no other way, as should we. This rejection of God’s Word over matters of 
morality is why Christian denominations that jettison the authority of God’s 
revealed Word look less and less recognizably Christian as time proceeds. 
A Christian strategy for social engagement without the Word at the center 
of its moral demands will necessarily result in a Christianity looking more 
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like the world. While theology informs our ethics, it is our ethics that reveal 
the real contours of our theology. 

From where I write in my office, I am but a mile away from a noted pro-
gressive Baptist Church whose staff and members have photos of themselves 
marching in gay pride parades. How can a church that purports to be Chris-
tian offer an approach to social engagement so devoid of the authority of 
Christ? It is because they have rejected the authority of God’s Word, which 
makes distinguishing this church impossible from the world outside of it. I 
often tell my students, if God’s Word is errant on matters of morality, there 
should be no field of study called Christian ethics. For if God’s Word is not 
inerrant, we have no sure guide to morality. 

A strategy for Christian social engagement must take its cue from a Schaef-
ferian impulse. As the message of Christ comes to us in the Word, so do 
Christian ethics. If God’s Word is not trustworthy, and if Christ is not raised 
according to what Scripture reveals, we might as well just eat and drink, for 
tomorrow we die. How interesting a juxtaposition that Paul connects Jesus’ 
bodily resurrection to the impact it has on one’s ethics. But the obverse is 
true: If Jesus is raised, let us eat and drink—and do everything else—for his 
glory (1 Cor. 10:31). Schaeffer would see it no differently.

SBJT: How has Francis Schaef-
fer influenced your life and 
teaching ministry? 

Douglas S. Huffman: As I remem-
ber it, I first encountered the work of 
Francis Schaeffer as an undergraduate 
student in an art appreciation course 
at a Christian college. One of the text-
books for this course was Schaeffer’s 
Art and the Bible (InterVarsity Press, 
1973). Why wouldn’t the God of Scrip-
ture who had created the universe be 
interested in art? This made perfect 
sense to me. Indeed, I was perhaps 
more surprised that an art class would 
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have a textbook (!) than I was that God could be connected to art. God was 
responsible for the beautiful things in the world—yes, even for the definition 
of “beautiful.” And humans were made in the Creator’s image—yes, even 
with the urge to create beautiful things. Despite the fact that some artists 
make ugly things (and my amateur works might be so classified!) and despite 
the fact that some professional artists choose to speak out against God with 
their artistic media, the connection of God to the discipline of art made 
sense to me. If this could be the case in the academic discipline of visual art, 
why not in the realms of the hard sciences, behavioral sciences, humanities, 
communication and performance arts, philosophy, and even theology. 

A Christian Worldview. Having grown up in a Christian home, I had 
always believed in the God who is there, who had designed the entire universe, 
and who desired to communicate with humanity. Hearing the gospel often 
and responding to it at a young age, the concept of approaching life with a 
Christian worldview not only made sense to me but necessarily seemed to be 
the mark of the Christian. So, for example, despite my conservative Christian 
upbringing—or was it because of it?—I never really saw Christianity and 
science as being at odds with one another. It never really occurred to me 
that the world God created would not fit together with the Word God had 
spoken. Thus, Schaeffer’s way of thinking and speaking, his way to follow the 
flow of biblical history right into our own time, encouraged me to continue 
in this same direction. True spirituality must be far more than mere religious 
words and calendars of cultural holidays; it is an all-inclusive way of living 
not merely in religious circles but in every sphere of human endeavor.

Dignified Honest Searching. As I matured in faith and in academic 
acumen, I gained an appreciation for the fact that there were differences 
in opinion about the existence of God and about the claims of the Bible. 
And even among Christians there are different nuances to what it means to 
think Christianly. But herein I came to appreciate opportunities for people 
to ask questions and even to express doubts in their honest searching for 
the truth. Later I came to understand that this was something of a central 
value at Schaeffer’s L’Abri. If God is real and has something to say, if he is 
there and he is not silent, then what his Word says still matters for believers 
in all generations. There is no final conflict between the truth of God’s Word 
and the truths available in God’s world, and we should respect one another 
enough to freely and honestly and humbly search for those truths, getting 
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back to freedom and dignity in how we treat one another. 
Disciplined thinking Christians. Nevertheless, I was to learn that 

Christians don’t all want to do the hard work of thinking. This reluctance 
is actually a widespread continuing cultural trend seeking to escape from 
reason, a trend Christians must encourage one another to fight against. While 
Schaeffer traced the rise and decline of Western thought and culture so as 
to note the place of the Church at the end of the twentieth century, it was 
not merely as a doomsday notice to bemoan Christian compromise and the 
great evangelical disaster of lost influence. Rather, Schaeffer offered a pene-
trating analysis of trends in modern thought and asked his famous question, 
“Whatever happened to the human race?” in order to call believers of his 
own and subsequent generations to renewed commitments to robust faithful 
living with a truly Christian worldview. Indeed, his other famous question, 
“How should we then live?” is aimed to get believers to think in a disciplined 
manner about how to live for Jesus moment by moment in all areas of life.

Francis Schaeffer’s Impact on My Classroom. Thus, Schaeffer’s work 
encouraged me to continue viewing God’s world as one that is fully inte-
grated, as a place that already fit together under the Creator’s purview. But 
his work also encouraged me to notice the needs of people in a world that 
has been tainted by sinfulness, our own sinfulness and the sins of others. We 
live in a cause-and-effect world where even our acts of rebellion against God 
can have premediated motives and sometimes merely pretrained reactions. 
Our own acts of rebellion might need patient reflection. The unwillingness 
to learn must be patiently unlearned. So, reading Schaeffer taught me the 
value of safe conversations that allow silent questions to be spoken aloud so 
that progress can be made in addressing them. Students today (as always) are 
exploring their world and looking for the integrated unity that is inherently 
there someplace. But the cacophony of disparate, desperate, and sometimes 
despairing messages that are being shouted all around them calls for a place 
where they can have safe conversations about their questions and doubts 
and struggles. They need their struggles to be acknowledged not denied, 
addressed and not merely refuted or ratified. This is how I want to run my 
classroom, pointing to the Scriptures as God’s Word for us still today. 

Concluding Reflection. I saw Francis Schaeffer once when he came to 
speak at my Christian college during my undergraduate years. His white 
fluffy hair and beard were as the photographs often picture him. I really don’t 
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remember the topic of his address. In fact, he struck me as a rather quiet 
and unremarkable man—apart from being dressed in his signature knickers. 
Schaeffer died not long after that visit, and I remember being grateful for 
this opportunity to see a man whose thought and writing had influenced me 
(something of a celebrity siting, I suppose). I saw him from a distance that 
day, and it strikes me now that the work of this quiet and unremarkable man 
has influenced me from a distance of both space and time. I never attended 
a L’Abri retreat, and I never sat under Schaeffer’s teaching in a classroom, 
but his influence on my classroom ministry continues these decades later, 
and for this I am grateful.

Interestingly, the title of Francis Schaeffer’s How Should We Then Live? 
(Revell, 1976) was influential in the title of a multiple-view book I edited 
on finding God’s will: How Then Shall We Choose? (Kregel, 2009). While 
this title idea came from my publisher, my agreement to it is perhaps indic-
ative of my sharing in Schaeffer’s passion for the Christian conviction that 
our relationship with God ought to affect the choices we make in our lives.

SBJT: How did Francis Schaef-
fer and the L’Abri home shape 
how evangelical Christians 
engage in culture? 

David Closson: When Francis and 
Edith Schaeffer opened a retreat 
center in the Swiss Alps in 1955, their 
vision was fresh and innovative. L’Abri 
(French for “shelter”) was a refuge from 
the world, a place where people could 

bring their real burdens and find real answers. With a warm fire and a shared 
meal, the Schaeffers taught a faith in Christ that transcended every sphere 
of influence and penetrated every waking thought. No question was beyond 
reach, no sinner too lost.

Francis Schaeffer profoundly shaped mainstream evangelical Christianity. 
A theologian, philosopher, and Presbyterian pastor, he is known as the father 
of Protestant evangelical worldview thinking. Schaeffer authored influential 
books such as The God Who is There (1968) and How Should We Then Live? 
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(1976). He modeled how Christians ought to engage with—not disassociate 
from—the culture in order to reclaim the truth.

Schaeffer’s fresh ideas have borne great fruit. But perhaps his most remark-
able characteristic was the way he prized every person that walked into his 
home. L’Abri—serene and substantive, yet accessible and genuine—mani-
fested a vision for Christian engagement in the world. Students and seekers 
from all over the world came to stay with the Schaeffers, and many eventually 
gave their lives to Christ. L’Abri still exists today, and it has expanded to other 
countries and locations. 

Schaeffer’s understanding of Western culture was both intellectually 
thoughtful and deeply personal. After becoming a Christian at a revival in 
1930, Schaeffer followed an academic path and became a pastor. He grew 
increasingly troubled by the church’s separatist tendency to shrink away from 
the present culture as if it were a leper (particularly amid the turpitude of the 
1960s). Also, Schaeffer was staunchly opposed to modernist cultural influence 
that sought to separate experience from reality and the religious from the 
natural (see Barry Hankins, Francis Schaeffer and the Shaping of Evangelical 
America [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008], 984). He was convinced that 
God’s Word had substantive, authoritative answers about how the real world 
worked and why humans experienced what they did.

Schaeffer powerfully articulated that everyone lives according to their fun-
damental assumptions or convictions about what is true and real. Although 
Schaeffer did not coin the term “worldview” (the term dates back as far as 
German Romanticism and the word Weltanschauung), he did remind evangel-
icals of its importance. Moreover, Schaeffer understood that modern culture 
was increasingly shaped by worldview assumptions that were contrary to 
Scripture and that Christian faithfulness in the modern world required a 
strong biblically informed worldview. 

Unfortunately, Schaeffer’s forecast about the trajectory of culture has 
proven prophetic. A 2018 survey revealed that even though an overwhelm-
ing percentage of Americans identify as Christian (65%), only 6% hold a 
biblical worldview (see “In US, Decline of Christianity Continues at Rapid 
Pace, Pew Forum [Oct. 17, 2019]; Brandon Showalter, “Record low number 
of Americans hold biblical worldview, survey says,” Christian Post [March 
31, 2020]). This discrepancy clearly shows that self-identifying Christians 
are not looking to the Bible for answers to life’s biggest questions and that 
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discipleship—an intentional pursuit to become more like Christ—remains 
an urgent need for the church.

Despite discouraging signs in the culture of his own day, Schaeffer took 
God at his word and believed Paul’s assertion in Colossians that Christ is 
preeminent over all things. He unashamedly believed that all true, good, 
and beautiful things originated from Christ. Thus, Schaeffer saw the study 
of subjects such as literature, art, and philosophy as a means of engaging and 
winning back the culture for Christ. Schaeffer boldly integrated the reality 
and logos of Christ into every profession and field, urging Christians that 
they should not shy away from recovering the remnants of goodness and 
truth in a world that is lost. 

Francis Schaeffer and L’Abri have left a firm imprint on the Christian 
evangelical movement of the twenty-first century. Tremendously influential 
minds within evangelicalism, including Nancy Pearcey, Os Guinness, and 
Wade Bradshaw, were guests or served as staff at L’Abri. Schaeffer reminded 
the evangelical community that Christians could contribute richly to the 
culture and the intellectual arena. At Family Research Council (FRC), where 
I work in the area of Christian Ethics and Biblical Worldview, we owe a great 
debt to the trailblazing work of Schaeffer.

FRC’s mission statement is to “advance faith, family, and freedom in public 
policy and the culture from a biblical worldview.” We think a biblical world-
view can inform and affect public policy and the culture at-large because ideas 
have consequences. We want to see beliefs properly shaped and effectively 
implemented. In this way, we trade a chalet in the mountains for an urban 
office building and continue Schaeffer’s mission to win the world for Christ.

In many ways, the intellectual environment Schaeffer’s mission grew out 
of—a stridently secular world and a Christian church softening on core 
doctrine—is much the same in 2020. It is also fitting that we commemorate 
the 65th year of L’Abri in a year that has wounded many, resurfaced past pain, 
and stripped many of us of our future hopes. In this environment, it is easy to 
wonder where to turn or how to proceed faithfully amidst cultural disarray.

The title of Schaeffer’s most famous book, How Should We Then Live? 
echoes a question Simon Peter asked Jesus during His earthly ministry. 
When many of the people who had been following Jesus deserted Him, 
Jesus asked his disciples, “Do you want to go away as well?” Simon Peter 
responded, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, 
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and we have believed, and come to know, that you are the Holy One of God” 
( John 6:67-69).

Whenever we encounter questions difficult to answer or pains that burden 
our soul, we can ask ourselves, “To whom shall we go?” At the Schaeffers’ 
L’Abri, ideas and lived experiences intersected in life-altering ways. Chris-
tians should reject the message that ideas are irrelevant to our daily lives or 
that Christianity cannot substantially contribute to the mainstream cultural 
discussion. Our biblical convictions deserve thoughtful application; we rob 
the world of answers when we stay silent. Embracing the enduring vision 
of L’Abri can help us tackle the particular challenges of today’s world. May 
our homes and hearts be a true shelter for others, holding within them the 
words of eternal life for people who have nowhere else to go.
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Book Reviews
How to Be an Antiracist. By Ibram X. Kendi. New York: One World, 2019. 
320 pp. $29.00.

Over the summer of 2020 as racial tensions began to heat up across the 
country, the entire nation began groping to understand what they were seeing 
on their television screens. During that time, two books in particular began 
flying off the shelves. The first is Robin Diangelo’s White Fragility, and the 
second is Ibram X. Kendi’s How To Be an Anti-Racist (One World, 2019). 
Both of these books are #1 New York Times bestsellers, and it is safe to say 
that their ideas and teachings have now been introduced into the American 
mainstream. It is not difficult to see the initial appeal of a book like Kendi’s. 
After all, the title purports to tell readers how to become an “antiracist.” Who 
isn’t against racism? We all are. So of course every decent person should be 
interested in the contents of such a book, right? In the face of controver-
sial police shootings and protests, ordinary readers are looking for some 
guidance on how not to be a part of the problem but a part of the solution. 
As it turns out, however, Kendi’s book is not a treatise about racism in the 
conventional sense of that term. For Kendi, being an antiracist is a project 
in Cultural Marxism. It is an attempt to bring about racial justice, but it does 
so on terms that are completely antithetical to scripture.

Summary

Kendi’s book is not an academic treatise on Critical Race Theory. Rather, it is 
a popularized application of Critical Race Theory to our current moment. It 
is a project to transform theory into “social justice.” Kendi is very concerned 
that social justice not get lost in the ivory tower of theory. In his own career, 
that involved moving to Washington, D.C. to take up a teaching post at 
the American University. Kendi wanted to be closer to the action so that 
he could impact the policy of the nation. And that is the basic exhortation 
of his book. He wants readers to focus on changing public policy, not on 
persuading majorities to accept their theories. He believes that if a minority 
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of activists can change policies, then popular opinion will eventually follow. 
In the meantime, some policies may have to be changed over the will of the 
majority (p. 230ff).

Kendi argues that one can either be a racist or an anti-racist. There is no 
in-between position. There is no such thing as being race-neutral. Race-neu-
trality or “colorblind” approaches are nothing more than thinly veiled racism. 
Racism is so endemic to the American project that one has to make con-
scientious daily decisions to oppose racism (and thus be an antiracist) or 
one will be a racist. The nation is filled with “racial inequity,” which he says 
occurs “when two or more racial groups are not standing on approximately 
equal footing” (p. 18). 

Kendi defines inequity as inequality of outcome not as inequality of oppor-
tunity. That means that any measurable social difference between racial groups 
must be chalked up to racism. If a greater percentage of whites owns homes 
than blacks, that is racism. If whites have more wealth than blacks, that is 
racism. Antiracism is aimed at eliminating racial inequity to produce racial 
equity. That is why Kendi argues that “racial discrimination is not inherently 
racist” (p. 19). He elaborates, “

The defining question is whether the discrimination is creating equity or inequity. 

If discrimination is creating equity, then it is antiracist. If discrimination is creating 

inequity, then it is racist… The only remedy to racist discrimination is antiracist 

discrimination. The only remedy to past discrimination is present discrimination. 

The only remedy to present discrimination is future discrimination (p. 19).

In short, Kendi believes that we need racial discrimination in public policy 
in order to elevate blacks and lower whites into social and economic equity. 
The distribution of wealth, power, and resources in our society should be 
based on racial discrimination, not on notions of political liberalism or free 
markets. 

Kendi holds to what is commonly termed “systemic racism,” but he wishes 
to rename it as “racist policies.” He writes,

A racist policy is any measure that produces or sustains racial inequity between 

racial groups. An antiracist policy is any measure that produces or sustains 

racial equity between racial groups … Racist policies have been described by 
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other terms: “institutional racism,” “structural racism, and “systemic racism,” 

for instance. But those are vaguer terms than “racist policy.” When I use them 

I find myself having to immediately explain what they mean. “Racist policy” is 

more tangible and exacting, and more likely to be immediately understood by 

people (p. 18).

Kendi insists that antiracism must be intersectional—meaning that it 
must not only oppose the oppression faced by racial minorities but also 
the oppression faced by gender and sexual minorities. In other words, anti-
racism is unequivocally pro-feminism and pro-LGBT rights. Thus antiracism 
involves a clear rejection of biblical teaching about gender roles. Kendi relays 
a story about his own activist parents’ wedding, when his mother balked at 
the suggested wedding vows, “Husbands, love your wives, and wives, obey 
your husbands” (p. 186). 

“I’m not obeying him!” Ma interjected. “What! Pastor Quinby said in shock, 

turning to look at my father. “What!” Dad said, turning to look at my mother.

“The only man I obeyed was my father, when I was a child,” she nearly shouted, 

staring into Dad’s wide eyes. “You are not my father and I’m not a child!”

The clock was ticking. Would Dad whip out Bible verses on women’s submission 

and fight for the sexist idea? Would he crawl away and look for another woman, 

who would submit?... 

Dad should not have been shocked at Ma’s resistance. For some time, Ma had 

been rethinking Christian sexism. After they wed, Ma attended “conscious-

ness-raising conferences” for Christian women in Queens. What Kimberly 

Springer calls the “Black feminist movement” had finally burst through the 

sexist dams of Christian churches. Black feminists rejected the prevailing 

Black patriarchal idea that the primary activist role of Black women was 

submitting to their husbands and producing more Black babies for the “Black 

nation” (186).

Kendi also contends that “Homophobia cannot be separated from racism. 
They’ve intersected for ages” (p. 193). For this reason, one cannot be truly 
antiracist while harboring moral opposition to homosexuality or transgen-
derism. Antiracism requires embracing both. Kendi elaborates:
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To be queer antiracist is to understand the privileges of my cisgender, of my 

masculinity, of my heterosexuality, of their intersections. To be queer antiracist 

is to serve as an ally to transgender people, to intersex people, to women, to the 

non-gender-conforming, to homosexuals, to their intersections, meaning listening, 

learning, and being led by their equalizing ideas, by their equalizing policy cam-

paigns, by their power struggle for equal opportunity. To be queer antiracist is to 

see that policies protecting Black transgender women are as critically important 

as policies protecting the political ascendancy of queer White males. To be queer 

antiracist is to see the new wave of both religious-freedom laws, and voter-ID 

laws in Republican states as taking away the rights of queer people. To be queer 

antiracist is to see homophobia, racism, and queer racism—not the queer person, 

not the queer space—as the problem, as abnormal, as unnatural (pp. 197-98).

Kendi also contends that being an antiracist entails being an anticap-
italist. One cannot be an antiracist while supporting capitalist policies. 
Why? Because the history of capitalism testifies to its moral failure, for it 
has introduced into the world “warring, classing, slave trading, enslaving, 
colonizing, depressing wages, and dispossessing land and labor and resources 
and rights” (p. 181). Thus,

To love capitalism is to end up loving racism. To love racism is to end up loving 

capitalism. The conjoined twins are two sides of the same destructive body. The 

idea that capitalism is merely free markets, competition, free trade, supplying 

and demanding, and private ownership of the means of production operating 

for a profit is as whimsical and ahistorical as the White-supremacist idea that 

calling something racist is the primary form of racism… Capitalism is essentially 

racist; racism is essentially capitalist. They were birthed together from the same 

unnatural causes, and they shall one day die together from unnatural causes. Or 

racial capitalism will live into another epoch of theft and rapacious inequity, 

especially if activists naively fight the conjoined twins independently, as if they 

are not the same thing (p. 163).

Kendi is very clear that those who fail to oppose capitalism are in fact 
racists. For capitalism is a policy that leads to racial inequity, and “a racist 
policy is any measure that produces or sustains racial inequity between racial 
groups” (p. 18). In this way, capitalism is racism.
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Evaluation

So what are we to make of these ideas manifest in Kendi’s How To Be an 
Antiracist? Kendi’s renaming of systemic racism with racist policies at least has 
the virtue of being clear. Systemic racism has always been a vague concept, 
and racist policy is vastly more illuminating that systemic racism. Nevertheless, 
Kendi’s definition still has problems. As a category, racist policy suffers from 
the same deficiencies of systemic racism. Like systemic racism, racist policy 
focuses on outcomes not on intentions. If, for example, a town in Nebraska 
has a higher percentage of white people who go to college than black people, 
that disparate outcome would be a sign of racist policy. A white student 
matriculating at the local university may actually be “woke,” but he is nev-
ertheless participating and complicit in a racist policy that victimizes black 
students. The white student may not have a racist bone in his body, but that 
is irrelevant in this case. He benefits from a racist policy and is thereby tainted. 

What is the remedy of such racist policy? According to Kendi, racial dis-
crimination may indeed be the best remedy. A colorblind admissions process 
would be racist, but discriminating against white students to bring their 
percentages down would be a valid remedy in Kendi’s framework. It’s not 
difficult to see how such policies could run roughshod over biblical principles 
of justice which require “equal weights and measures” (Prov 20:10) and the 
absolute unflinching rejection of partiality:

•  Deut 1:17: “You shall not show partiality in judgment; you shall hear 
the small and the great alike. You shall not fear man, for the judgment 
is God’s. And the case that is too hard for you, you shall bring to me, 
and I will hear it.”

•  Prov 24:23: “To show partiality in judgment is not good.”
•  Acts 20:34-35: “God is not one to show partiality, but in every nation 

the man who fears Him and does what is right, is welcome to him.”
•  Rom 2:11: “There is no partiality with God.”
•  James 2:9: “If you show partiality, you are committing sin and are 

convicted by the law as transgressors.”
Kendi commends racial discrimination against whites as a means of achiev-

ing social justice. And yet there can be no question that racial discrimination is 
nothing less than racial partiality, which the Bible strictly forbids. It may very 
well be that certain outcomes are unjust and need remedy, but prescribing 
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racial discrimination cannot be the answer. Such a policy would be a good 
way to foment racial division rather than healing it.

Kendi insists that antiracism must be intersectional. But intersection-
ality fails to distinguish between social categories that are morally neutral 
and those that are morally implicated. For example, race and gender are 
set right alongside sexual orientation as categories by which one might 
be oppressed. This is a big problem. Whereas the Bible celebrates racial 
diversity and the complementary differences between male and female, 
it does not celebrate sexual orientation diversity. The Bible says that all 
sexual activity outside the covenant of marriage is sinful, but intersectional 
activists would view such a judgment as oppression when applied to gay 
or bisexual people. Intersectionality insists that homosexuality is a good 
to be celebrated and promoted. Likewise, intersectionality defines gender 
in a way that mandates the celebration of transgender identities. This too 
is a radical departure from Christian teaching about how integral biolog-
ical sex is to human identity as male and female. In these ways, Kendi’s 
antiracism is at odds with fundamental truths of Christianity. Indeed, to 
embrace Kendi’s framework is to embrace a fundamental departure from 
Christianity (1 Cor 6:9).

Kendi also says that antiracism requires standing against the Bible’s teach-
ing about gender roles withing marriage. Ephesians 5:22, 25 say, “Wives, 
submit to your own husbands as to the Lord … Husbands, love your wives.” 
And yet Kendi dismisses these truths as “sexist,” “Christian sexism,” “patri-
archal,” and “sexist dams of Christian churches” (p. 186). One cannot be an 
antiracist on Kendi’s terms and honor what scripture teaches about family 
structure and authority.

Kendi’s anticapitalism is also problematic. Certainly capitalism is not 
beyond criticism. Any system inhabited by sinners will by definition have flaws 
in it—some small and some enormous. But Kendi’s depiction of capitalism’s 
sins are way overblown, and his recognition of capitalism’s blessing are not 
mentioned at all. That is not to say that one must be a capitalist in order to 
be a Christian. But it is a strong argument that one should be a capitalist if 
he wishes to be wise. Kendi’s specious claim that “Capitalism is essentially 
racist” utterly fails to convince. 
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Conclusion

Hopefully it is clear that antiracism involves a larger set of commitments than 
most Christians realize. Kendi’s antiracism entails an overthrow of traditional 
family norms, Christian teaching about marriage, the American economic 
system, and indeed the entire social order. In other words, antiracism implies 
a revolution. Some have dismissed these concerns by contending that CRT 
and books like Kendi’s are marginal influences in the nation’s wider discus-
sions about race. I couldn’t disagree more and believe that response to be 
completely inadequate. 

It is important to recognize that the ideology underwriting How To Be an 
Antiracist is not at all a radical outlier. How To Be an Antiracist is a number 
one New York Times bestseller. Moreover, the views in Kendi’s book are 
clearly reflected in the Black Lives Matter protests that have unfolded in our 
nation over the last several months. Let me be clear: I believe the proposition 
“black lives matter” to be profoundly true. It’s an affirmation of the truth that 
every life has inherent dignity and worth simply by virtue of being created 
in God’s image. It’s also a way to affirm this truth in the face of historic racial 
injustices that have denied this truth. So I recognize that the proposition 
“black lives matter” says something needed and essential. However, I reject 
the aims and goals of the official Black Lives Matter organization, and that 
organization is what I am criticizing above.

Indeed, the Black Lives Matter organization has openly stated that they 
are not only fighting racism but that they are also “committed to disrupting 
the Western-prescribed nuclear family structure,” that they are “committed 
to fostering a queer-affirming network … with the intention of freeing our-
selves from the tight grip of heteronormative thinking,” and that they are 
“committed to embracing and making space for trans brothers and sisters.” 
It is important to note that these quotes were taken from the Black Lives 
Matter website. But since their more radical views have been known, Black 
Lives Matter scrubbed some of these items from its website. On this, see 
the important article by Libby Emmons, “EXPOSED: BLM Quietly Scrubs 
Anti-American, Marxist Language from Its Website,” The Post Millennial, 
Sept 20, 2020, at https://thepostmillennial.com/exposed-blm-quietly-
scrubs-anti-american-marxist-language-from-its-website; and “WALSH: 
BLM Deletes ‘What We Believe’ Section Of Website. Here Are The Agenda 
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Items They No Longer Want You To See,” at The Daily Wire, September 21, 
2020, https://www.dailywire.com/news/blm-deletes-what-we-believe-sec-
tion-of-website-here-are-the-agenda-items-they-no-longer-want-you-to-see. 
If one wants to see the original postings, they are still available from the 
Internet Archive website: https://web.archive.org/web/20160106091250/
http:/blacklivesmatter.com/guiding-principles. To date, the organization 
has never repudiated these principles).

Indeed the co-founder of BLM has said that she and her co-founder 
are “trained Marxists” (on this, see Yaron Steinbuch, “Black Lives Matter 
Co-Founder Describes Herself as ‘Trained Marxist,’” New York Post (blog), 
June 25, 2020, https://nypost.com/2020/06/25/blm-co-founder-describes-
herself-as-trained-marxist/). To say that these ideas are radical outliers with 
no purchase in the mainstream is to ignore one of the most consequential 
activist movements in the history of the United States.

No, all Christians (and especially Christian pastors) will have to reckon 
with the ideas propounded in Kendi’s book. It is an ideology with a growing 
base in America and even within many congregations. For that reason, pas-
tors in particular have an obligation to recognize and challenge this teaching 
wherever it occurs. A pastor, after all, “must hold firm to the trustworthy word 
as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also 
to rebuke those who contradict it” (Titus 1:9). Kendi’s brand of antiracism 
contradicts sound doctrine. It falls to us to say so.

Denny Burk, PhD
Professor of Biblical Studies, Boyce College

The Biblical Worldview: An Apologetic. Updated Edition. By Daniel C. Juster. 
Lanham, MD: Hamilton Books, 2019. 340 pp. $42.99, paper.

Daniel C. Juster is a leading advocate of Messianic Judaism. He was the first 
president of the Union of Messianic Jewish Congregations and founder of 
Tikkun Ministries International, a network of congregations and ministries 
in the United States and abroad dedicated to the restoration of Israel and 
the Church. With such a background he brings a unique perspective to the 
field of Christian apologetics. Juster views apologetics as a “forceful presen-
tation of the biblical world and life view which addresses the question of the 
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validity or truthfulness of that viewpoint.” (5) Thus, instead of upholding 
individual beliefs through argumentation, he opts to defend the truthfulness 
of Christianity as an entire system similar to that advocated by James Orr, 
Abraham Kuyper, among others. The truthfulness of the Christian worldview 
as a whole is demonstrable through philosophical, historical, and cultural 
argumentations and proofs.

In the first section of the book, after brief summaries and critiques of the 
more renowned apologetic methods, he recognizes that, while a mutual 
understanding may be achieved between unbeliever and believer, only those 
willing to open themselves to truth will be amicable to accepting the presented 
Christian propositions. This mutual understanding comes in the area of the 
epistemological theories of truth, which then form the bases of certain truth 
tests. Juster summarizes the correspondence and pragmatic theories of truth 
(strangely, though, he ignores the coherence theory of truth even though 
one could argue it is the basis of several of his truth tests), concluding that 
the correspondence theory of truth gives the strongest argumentation since 
truth is based on reality—the way things really are. On this foundation he 
utilizes three truth tests through which an idea or proposition within a worl-
dview must pass: consistency, coherence, and comprehensiveness. Thus, a 
worldview is considered true “to the extent that it consistently ties together 
or explains (i.e. demonstrates coherence) all of the relevant experiential data 
(i.e., is comprehensive).” (27) Juster rightly recognizes that one’s perspective 
(that is, one’s worldview) shades how one values these tests of truth and the 
evidences therein, yet the epistemological tests of truth and the criteria they 
birth have recognized value from most vantage points.

The second section gives a cultural argument for the validity of Christi-
anity, wherein the truthfulness of a worldview is reflected in the ability to 
consistently live out the implications of the worldview in a satisfying and 
fulfilling way. (Interestingly, I would argue that this has a foundation in the 
pragmatic theory of truth that Juster seemingly dismisses.) Building on much 
of the foundation lain by Francis Schaeffer, he contends that since the modern 
secular worldview is false, the only alternative is the biblical worldview. He 
argues, “Cultural apologetics can powerfully illustrate the human implica-
tions of some world views and give impetus toward seriously considering 
the biblical alternative.” (40) Juster surveys what he holds to be the Greek 
and Hebraic roots of Western culture, and how both these traditions “held 
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to a place for logical consistency in testing truth.” (41) There were several 
apologetic truth-testing battles fought between various forms of secularism 
(such as logical positivism, scientism, etc.) and Christian beliefs which them-
selves shaped much of current Western thought. While disciplines such as 
philosophy and science have value when utilized rightly and have a part in 
the development of one’s worldview, they are only a small fraction of the total 
considerations of human experience. The exaltation of man which comes 
with much modern thought leads to dimensions of irrationality. “The only 
solution is a return to a true wholistic rationality, the piety of humble and 
prayerful thinking, and a biblically based world view that adequately fulfills 
the criteria of consistency, coherence, and comprehensiveness.” (67) Yet he 
also warns against theology that attempts to free itself of any biblical moorings 
with its rationality. “Once a rational biblical foundation for theology and 
ethics is eliminated, the church becomes an institution which merely baptizes 
as ‘Christian’ whatever seems to be the new trends in society.” (75) This is 
a trend all too common today. Juster acknowledges the use of the various 
arts in a culture both as a reflection of a worldview, but also something that 
can shape worldview. One can recognize how a worldview is self-defeating 
by its literature (for example, an author who dismisses transcendent morals 
and absolute standards has characters that take firm stands on issues of right 
and wrong). The arts without God exposes man’s futility apart from his 
Creator and expose opposing worldviews for what they really are, not what 
they purport themselves to be. In summary, worldviews have consequences 
and the culture is a reflection of that.

The third section addresses common objections to the biblical world-
view. Juster first addresses the oft-raised objection based on the problem 
of evil. He reviews several answers given by philosophers and theologians 
throughout history that defend God’s power and benevolence against such 
an attack, including: Gordon Clark’s definition of good as whatever God does 
or decrees, Gottfried Leibnitz’s best of all possible worlds theory, Frederick 
Tennant’s argument for the necessity of evil for moral development, among 
others. Juster’s own defense is the contention that the nature of evil in the 
world only makes sense within the purview of a biblical worldview. Evil 
itself is only comprehended within the biblical concepts of creation, fall, 
and redemption. “These are the final ultimate concepts of explanation in 
our worldview.” (116) With these concepts at the fore, he then puts forth a 
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classical free-will defense—through Adam all sin and willingly choose to sin.
The third section tackles objections that argue the biblical worldview is 

empirically false. Yet, when one objectively considers Christian claims, it 
“comprehensively [ties] together the basic whole of human experience and 
observation.” (139) Empirical objections include natural law arguments 
against miracles. “The basic answer to this objection is to show that the 
nature of a miracle is compatible with scientific law within the framework 
of the biblical world and life view. Furthermore, it simply is not true that 
observation shows this to be a world of natural cause and effect alone. . 
. Natural laws are rather statistical regularities with probabilities but not 
certainties.” (140) What atheists refer to as natural law is simply the faithful 
providence of Almighty God. Opponents have also raised objections in the 
field of psychology, claiming that Christians are poorly adjusted or have 
some form of neurotic need. While there is no sound study that objectively 
demonstrates these claims, Juster also recognizes that for a creature to deny 
dependence on the Creator is sheer foolishness. He also notes that to claim 
the Christian worldview is mere wish fulfillment can cut both ways in that 
one could claim any worldview is mere wish fulfillment. (145)

In the fourth and final section, Juster offers positive argumentation for 
the truthfulness of the Christian worldview. He begins with evidence from 
creation, surveying the classical ontological, cosmological, teleological, and 
moral arguments, before then delving into more specific defenses against 
opposing worldviews (e.g., Christianity is able to explain why the universe is 
personal, why there is consciousness, and how rational beings are able to exist, 
while opposing worldviews are unable to account for these realities). Juster 
next argues for Christianity’s truthfulness through the historical evidence of 
fulfilled prophecy. He warns, “We must not think that predictive prophecy 
proves too much. If it is prevalent and accurate in one literary tradition (e.g., 
the Bible), it certainly shows a non-normal source of knowledge. Combined 
with moral and doctrinal teaching of a coherent nature, it may indicate an 
interrelationship between the truth of the teaching and the prediction. It 
gives evidence that both aspects are from a supernatural and trustworthy 
source.” (175-6) This defense first considers several Old Testament proph-
ecies regarding nations, cities, and kings that clearly were given hundreds 
of years before the actual incident. From prophecies against Israel, Tyre and 
Sidon, Moab, Babylon, and Egypt, events occurred exactly as stated. Next 
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is the demonstration of Jesus’ obvious fulfillment of Messianic prophecies 
given hundreds of years before his birth. Juster rightly notes that Jesus not 
only fulfilled specific points stated within the Scripture, but also was the 
fulfillment of concepts and themes within the Old Testament. For example, 
Jesus fulfilled Israel’s revelatory history and religious system. “This includes 
bringing to fullness the meaning of Israel’s feasts, or holy days, the meaning 
of the temple sacrificial system, the meaning of Israel’s history (He recapit-
ulates the life of Israel in his person), and the meaning of Israel’s prophetic 
tradition concerning the person and work of the Messiah.” (190). Finally 
is the consideration of latter-day prophecies, where it is Juster’s conviction 
“that there are broad dimensions of the prophetic word which are being 
fulfilled or appear to be of future fulfillment which do have apologetic value 
in establishing the supernatural quality of the Bible.” (219)

Next is the consideration of evidence from the supernatural character of 
Jesus. This includes the uniqueness of his ethical teaching and the quality of 
the accounts of his miracles. Juster argues that “the greatest apologetic for 
faith is simply to prayerfully read the Gospels with an open mind in seeking 
the truth of God.” (235) (While those already with a Christian worldview 
would accept this, this would not seem as convincing to those who do not 
already believe.) Then he argues for the historicity of the Gospel accounts 
and the resurrection of Jesus. The New Testament has strong manuscript 
evidence. The Gospels and Acts reflect amazing historical and archaeological 
accuracy. Several outside sources confirm New Testament details about cities, 
events, and practices. While giving strong arguments for the historicity of 
the resurrection, Juster utilizes the works of several non-Christian scholars 
that corroborate his apologetic points. Another consideration is evidence 
from faith experiences and contemporary miracles such as the healing of 
marriages, the changing of life in converts, and the healing of diseases. (Such 
“evidences” may be too subjective and questionable for most defenses of 
the worldview. However, it does seem to fit into Juster’s argument that the 
biblical worldview is consistent, coherent, and comprehensive). His final 
chapter and positive evidence for the biblical worldview is the inspiration 
of the Bible—it is “a reliable witness and interpreter of God’s intervention 
in the world.” (281). The Bible is trustworthy as a source of truth as it is a 
good source “to ascertain the view of Jesus and his disciples.” (284)

One strength of Juster’s work is the recognition that, while the Christian 
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foundation for truth is Scripture alone, when interacting with those who do 
not hold to such beliefs a common ground is found in the epistemological 
theories of truth. Christianity is coherent and corresponds with reality, and 
no amount of skeptical doubletalk can demonstrate otherwise. A second 
strength is the defense of Christianity as an entire system of beliefs—a 
worldview. While one may argue or demonstrate the truthfulness of the 
proposition that there is an Uncaused Cause or a Moral Lawgiver or the 
like, these individual arguments do not in themselves demonstrate the high 
probability of truthfulness of the overall Christian worldview. The Christian 
faith stands or falls in its entirety. Third, his separation of consistency and 
coherence as separate tests (where the two are often confused with one 
another) I believe is an important distinction that is too often overlooked. 
Fourth, Juster references several good sources for the reader to continue his 
or her research. Finally, this work ends with an invitation to gospel acceptance 
which is where all apologetic endeavors must lead.

Yet, this work could have been strengthened on several counts. First, 
although he recognizes there were scholarly works providing more con-
temporary evidences and arguments than what was included in the original 
edition published in 1996, some of the works he added are themselves out-
dated (having published newer editions long before the publication of this 
update—for example, with Craig and Moreland’s Philosophical Foundations 
for a Christian Worldview he interacts with the 2003 edition while they had 
published a 2017 edition which he easily could have referenced for this 
2019 update). Also, many other works and fields of study were overlooked. 
I am not sure that the miniscule amount and the varieties of revisions and 
additions justified an update to this work. I believe some opportunities were 
missed. Second, Juster’s work would have been strengthened had he updated 
many of the examples and statistics used throughout the book. Several 
illustrations seem rather outdated and irrelevant, especially in the cultural 
apologetics section. He does not interact with the great cultural changes that 
have taken place in the over twenty years since the first edition. If one is to 
engage culture, one ought to engage the culture of the times, not the culture 
of the past. An update ought to seem updated. Third, the arguments and 
evidences he surveys gives credence to the Christian worldview, but, since he 
mentions within the work the comparison of other worldviews on the basis 
of his truth criteria, it would have behooved him to have demonstrated how 
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these other worldviews failed to pass the tests of consistency, coherence, and 
comprehensiveness. I believe this would have given even greater confidence 
to the demonstration of Christianity’s truth value.

Nevertheless, with its epistemological emphasis and utilization of varied 
strands of evidences, this work has value as a survey of apologetic arguments 
and considerations. Juster’s book would make a great supplement to a study of 
the apologetics where one seeks to cover the topic from different vantage points.

Alan J. Pihringer, PhD
Pastor, Harvest Baptist Church
Harvest, AL

Watchfulness: Recovering a Lost Spiritual Discipline. By Brian G. Hedges. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2018. 175 pp. $13.30, paper.

When the Dissenter Philip Doddridge (1702–1751) first published “Oh 
happy day” in 1755, little was expected that a century later, the royal house-
hold regularly sang it for members’ confirmation. With the hymn’s popularity, 
Victorian Christians added a refrain, which stated, “He taught me how to 
watch and pray, and live rejoicing every day.” Like words in many hymns, 
the phrase “watch and pray” is catchy but foreign to many contemporary 
Christians. For that reason, Brian G. Hedges was right to include the adjective 
“lost” in his book’s title. As he believed that “watchfulness is the whetstone 
of spiritual disciplines, the one practice that keeps the other habits sharp” 
(p. 4), Hedges aimed to rediscover “a lost spiritual discipline.”

As a writer, Hedges is a skilful communicator. The overall presentation of 
the book is coherent and straightforward. By focusing on the spiritual nourish-
ment of churchmen, Hedges employed personal pronouns like “I” and “you” 
to directly engage his readers. In structure, Hedges divided his book into five 
chapters, through which he sought to answer the questions of “what” (the 
nature of watchfulness), “why” (the necessity of watchfulness), “how” (the 
cultivation of watchfulness), “when” (the seasons for watchfulness), and “who” 
(watchfulness in the church). In each chapter, Hedges began with quoting John 
Owen (1616–1683), and concluded with questions for his readers to “examine 
and apply.” By simple structures, illustrative examples, and direct questions, 
Hedges helped his readers to understand and practice the “lost” discipline.
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In the first chapter, Hedges explained his subject matter. Instead of pro-
viding a modern definition, Hedges borrowed the puritan John Owen’s 
words, as the latter defined “watchfulness” in his Of Temptation (1658) as: 
“a universal carefulness and diligence, exercising itself in and by all ways and 
means prescribed by God, over our hearts and ways, the baits and methods 
of Satan, the occasions and advantages of sin in the world, that we be not 
entangled” (p. 12). Hedges then briefly surveyed Greek words, such as βλέτω, 
γρηγορέω, προσέχω, ἀγρυπνέω, σκοπέω, and ἐπέχω, occurred in the New 
Testament, by which he established a biblical mandate for “watchfulness.” 
Hedges suggested that the practice of watching contained the “essential 
ingredients” of wakefulness, attentiveness, vigilance, and expectancy. By 
explanation, Hedges engaged many biblical references and puritan writers 
and concluded the chapter by summarizing: “watching involves staying 
awake both morally and spiritually; paying attention to God’s word, to our 
own souls, and especially to Christ Himself; maintaining vigilance against 
our mortal enemies: the world, the flesh, and the devil; and hoping in the 
Lord––in His promises and His return” (p. 35).

In the second chapter, Hedges turned to the reason and value of practicing 
watchfulness, as he stated: “the heart must be watched, for ‘the heart hath a 
thousand wiles and deceits’ [quotes Owen]” (p. 42). As he understood the 
danger of indwelling sins in Christian believers, Hedges warned that “without 
spiritual vigilance, our hearts default to unbelief,” and worse, “unbelief always 
leads to departure” or “apostasy” (pp. 44–45). Regarding the latter state, 
Hedges distinguished “apostasy” from “final apostasy,” which “is not possible 
for a regenerate Christian” (p. 45). Hedges further explained with “the path of 
apostasy” based on John Bunyan’s allegory The Pilgrim’s Progress. Thus, Hedges 
regarded watchfulness as a means to prevent Christians from spiritual decay. 
Such a practice then involved both “searching of our own souls for the cause 
of [Christ’s] absence” and “searching the promises for his presence” (p. 64).

To practice watchfulness, Hedges provided several guidelines in the third 
chapter. He explained that believers should know their hearts by “the dis-
cipline of regular self-examination” (p. 69); guard their hearts from sinful 
temptations; provide no opportunity for sin; set hearts on the Lord Jesus; 
keep a steadfast focus on Christ; prayerfully depend on the Holy Spirit; 
cherish, improve, and increase the received grace; persevere in the Word of 
Christ; develop a daily rhythm for walking with God.
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In the fourth chapter, Hedges provided examples of practicing watchful-
ness in seven scenarios, which were at times of prosperity, solitude, spiritual 
drowsiness, self-confidence, doubt and discouragement, the interruption of 
routine, and temptation. With each scenario, Hedges provided directions 
from biblical teachings and historical examples. Readers may find this chapter 
the most relevant to their daily life.

The last chapter emphasised on the communal nature of watchfulness, in 
which Hedges explained both pastoral and mutual watchfulness. Regarding 
the latter, Hedges pointed out that its purpose was for the temporal, spiri-
tual, and eternal good of all believers. In practice, Christians need to have 
“genuine love for one another, biblical informed relationship skills …, and 
watchfulness over our own hearts” (p. 146). Hedges continued considering 
mutual watchfulness in conversation, admonition, and consideration. With 
his conclusion, Hedges also provided two appendixes addressing personal 
reformation and ministers’ self-watch.

Though Hedges is a thoughtful writer, there are several questions the 
author did not satisfactorily answer. Methodologically, Hedges heavily 
depended on puritans in the later Stuart era and failed to provide a more com-
prehensive overview of the practice’s historical development. For instance, 
how is Basil of Caesarea’s (329/330–379) teaching on vigilance different 
from Owen’s? Nevertheless, as watchfulness is one of the significant elements 
of Philokalia––the Eastern Orthodox mystical hesychast tradition––a brief 
comparison would help readers to distinguish different spiritual traditions. 
As a result, the author did not explain the uniqueness of puritan spirituality 
besides subjective preferences.

Moreover, Hedges partially employed a propositional hermeneutics in his 
interpretation of the word’s meaning and explained the Greek words incongru-
ously. For instance, Hedges explained that the word γρηγορέω was used “for 
Jesus’ warning to His disciples in the garden,” as well as for “moral alertness and 
spiritual vigilance” (p. 16). However, when examined in contexts, γρηγορέω 
refers to eschatological reality for the coming of expected things, such as the 
return of Christ, or the devil’s attack. While in the garden of Gethsemane, 
Jesus instructed his disciples to watch and pray, as things––his arrest, suffering, 
crucifixion, the disciples’ betrayal––ought to come yet had not come at the 
moment. Later in Acts 20:31, the subject of watching was for the coming of 
false teachers (also see 1 Cor 16:12, 13). Elsewhere, the apostles instructed his 
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recipients to be watchful for the coming day of the Lord (Col 4:2; 1 Thes 5:6, 
10; 1 Pet 5: 4, 6, 8; Rev 3:1–3; 16:14–15). Along with other words, the New 
Testament placed the direction of watchfulness toward the second advent of 
Christ. Historically, through the line of influences of John Calvin (1509–1564), 
William Perkins (1558–1602), Thomas Goodwin (1600–1680) and Richard 
Sibbes (1577–1635), “hopes of the future became increasingly characteristic 
of seventeenth-century evangelicals, in and beyond the puritan movement” 
(Crawford Gribben, Evangelical Millennialism in the Trans-Atlantic World, 
1500-2000 [Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011], 35). Unsur-
prisingly, later puritans instructed pious believers to be on guard in life as they 
urgently expected the return of Christ during times of change.

Another issue is the relationship between watch and pray. Though Owen 
argued that “these two comprise the whole endeavour of faith for the soul’s 
preservation from temptation,” it does not necessarily qualify watchfulness as 
a spiritual discipline ( John Owen, Of Temptation in The Works of John Owen 
[William H. Goold, ed.; reprint; Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1967], 
6:101). By definition, spiritual disciplines or exercises are actions that help 
believers to internalize Christian teachings, so that they may experience God’s 
grace and live out their Christian faith. In a broad sense, every human activity 
can be considered as a spiritual discipline. Nevertheless, a Bible-centred spiritu-
ality requires believers to pay closer attention to exercises such as Bible-reading, 
prayer, fasting, and meditation, as these actives help believers to internalize God’s 
special revelation. Watchfulness or vigilance, on the other hand, is a condition, 
ground of action, or motivation, as it does not need to be a physical activity. 
In the New Testament, disciples are told to pray and live in an eschatological 
context. As a condition, watchfulness is practiced in basic forms of piety, such as 
prayer, fasting, and Bible-reading, as well as reflective practices like journaling.

As an attempt to recover a biblical command, Brian G. Hedges’ book should 
be welcomed in local churches. With his communicative abilities and Christo-
centric piety, Hedges reminded contemporary Christians to ask “What time 
is it?,” as we ought to live “in the present as people of the future” (Trevin K. 
Wax, Eschatological Discipleship [Nashville: B&H Academic, 2018], 33). Thus, 
watchful disciplines help Christians to “live rejoicing every day.”

Baiyu Andrew Song, PhD candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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Exegetical Gems from Biblical Hebrew: A Refreshing Guide to Grammar and 
Interpretation. By H. H. Hardy II. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019, 
202 pp., $19.99 paper.

During my time teaching Hebrew, I have often heard students question the 
purpose and practicality of learning the language. H. H. Hardy II, who serves 
as associate professor of Old Testament and Semitic languages at Southeast-
ern Baptist Theological Seminary, has heard this complaint as well (xiii). As 
an experienced Hebrew professor, Hardy has sought to provide a book that 
answers this irksome grievance. Exegetical Gems from Biblical Hebrew is an 
attempt to provide both teachers and students with concrete examples that 
show the role Hebrew grammar plays in forming Christian theology.

Each chapter utilizes a verse of the Old Testament to illustrate a relevant 
point of Hebrew studies. Hardy introduces the verse at the beginning of 
the chapter and provides the context. He then introduces the grammatical 
element for which the chapter is titled. After briefly explaining the topic, the 
chapter returns to the example verse and applies the grammatical knowledge 
to the text. Every chapter follows this basic structure although the elements 
of the individual chapters vary in size and depth.

The book has no formal sections but still may be categorized by the way 
Hardy groups similar topics in proximity. The first section (Chapters 1-3) 
covers critical information for studying the Hebrew text that does not fall 
under the umbrella of grammar and syntax, like lexical studies and textual 
criticism. The second section (Chapters 4-8) focuses on nominal elements 
and related syntactical constructions. The third and largest section (Chapters 
9-20) outlines the Hebrew verbal system including forms, aspect, and other 
key features. The final section (Chapters 21-30) analyzes particles and some 
miscellaneous grammatical categories. Hardy intentionally structured the 
book in this way to mimic the traditional progression of Hebrew classes 
though it need not be followed sequentially.

Each chapter of the book stands as a mostly self-contained unit that may 
be read independently. Some chapters draw aspects from others, but they 
generally remain separate and can function alone. Naturally, some chapters 
prove more valuable than others. For instance, Hardy’s discussions on the 
finite verbal forms and verbal aspect are particularly well written and insight-
ful. The independence of each chapter is a convenient layout for instructors. 
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A professor can easily jump around to match a course’s primary textbook or 
one’s own notes he or she has developed. The brevity of each unit further 
enables individual consumption and the book’s role as a companion textbook.

The content of Hardy’s book is informative and quite clever. Most chapters 
concisely introduce the topics and their value for understanding Hebrew. 
Chapter 26 on interrogatives was a particular favorite of mine. When work-
ing through examples, Hardy does a good job of considering context and 
incorporating other texts to inform his decision. The practice is a good habit 
to reinforce with beginning and intermediate Hebrew students, the best 
audience for this book. Hardy consistently finds ways to show the value of 
learning the original languages for exegeting Scripture.

Most chapters are clear applications of a grammatical principle, but a 
few chapters struggle to display significance to their themes. For example, 
Chapter 3 covers word studies and uses Genesis 29:17 for its example. The 
words in focus are עין “eye” and רְך “tender,” which are used to contrast Leah 
with Rachel. After progressing through lexical analyses of these two words, 
Hardy renders his interpretation. The interpretation is incredibly helpful, but 
his explanation is almost entirely theological and not grammatical. Hardy 
offers a standard translation of “weak eyes,” and this translation may cause 
the student to question the value of the process. Lexical studies might appear 
pointless if a student could render the same interpretation from theologically 
reading his English Bible. A few additional chapters suffer a similar problem: 
a disconnect between the discussed grammatical principle and Hardy’s 
interpretation. The third chapter, however, is the only chapter where I felt 
criticism was warranted. Some Hebrew topics, like negation, do not have 
as much interpretive impact. Nevertheless, I cannot help but think that this 
chapter would have been stronger if Hardy had employed an example with a 
different Hebrew lexeme that would prove more difficult to translate.

I disagree with a few grammatical concepts that Hardy presents. Most 
notably he states, “Unlike English, the order of words does not drive Hebrew 
syntax,” (40). While I agree that word order in Hebrew is not as critical as it 
is in English, I find Hardy’s perspective a bit too dismissive of word order’s 
value for Hebrew. With that being said, such disagreements are minor, and 
Hardy’s experience both reading and teaching Hebrew exceeds my own. 
Another small criticism is that each chapter lacks a complete translation. 
While an instructor can quickly remedy this absence by providing his or her 
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translation, students would benefit from a full translation in the final section 
of every chapter since the chapters often feel inconclusive. Some chapters 
taper off and leave the reader without a solid judgment, though this missing 
feature could be pedagogically intentional to promote study and prevent the 
student from blindly following Hardy’s work.

Hardy’s book is not merely useful for beginning Hebrew students. Veteran 
Hebrew readers will find the book to be a refreshing review and will likely 
even find some new observations. Additionally, each chapter concludes 
with a brief list of further reading. The lists provide resources ranging from 
commentaries to highly technical journal articles on Hebrew grammar and 
syntax. These lists are a fantastic resource for readers of all levels who want 
more options to delve deeper into Hebrew grammar.

While the book is probably too shallow in some areas to function as a primary 
textbook or grammar, its goal is not to do so. Hardy encourages instructors to 
use his work as a supplementary grammar (xv). The book would fulfill such a 
supplementary role brilliantly. Every Hebrew exegete should have at least one 
intermediate grammar in his or her collection. Hardy’s book does not precisely 
fit into that category, but it does work excellently alongside them. His work fills 
an important niche between beginning grammars and reference grammars. 
I highly recommend that any student of Hebrew add Hardy’s book to their 
collection. It is an encouraging resource that helps bridge the gap between 
Hebrew and theology, between the lexicon and the pulpit. I further recommend 
that instructors incorporate the book into their curricula as a supplementary 
text to better engage and encourage their students.

Duncan Collins, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Care of Souls: Cultivating a Pastor’s Heart. By Harold L. Senkbeil. 
Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2019, 312 pp., $14.99. 

Entering the year 2020 and the dawn of a new decade, many participants within 
conservative, gospel-preaching congregations could locate many causes of 
concern within the broader contemporary church. The previous decade closed 
with a rapid stream of headlines detailing apostate super-preachers, rampant 
sex-abuse stories and supposed cover-ups, declining church attendance, and 
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social pressures to conform to new secular standards for human sexuality. 
Taxed parishioners and burdened pastors peer anxiously over the horizon for 
what troubles may arrive in the coming days—rumors of wars and viruses; 
polyamory and increasing secularism. Many Christians would not contest the 
notion that pastoral ministry has arrived at a moment of crisis. How should 
pastors respond to these events? What does ministry look like in this new age? 
What should pastors do? What is nature of pastoral ministry today? 

Against the backdrop of these tectonic shifting flashpoints within the 
church, Harold L. Senkbeil reminds pastors of the minister’s ancient paths. 
Fittingly, he walks the burdened pastor out onto the farmer’s pastures—away 
from the hustle and buzz of the modern world—to reorient the pastor to the 
true nature of his divine calling: a shepherd of sheep. In The Care of Souls, 
Senkbeil presents a modern pastoral rule and handbook, reframing the 
pastor’s vocation around his central calling as a caretaker of souls. 

One will find Senkbeil as a perfect candidate for guiding ministers through 
the pastor’s craft. Incidentally, Senkbeil grew up on a farm in western Minne-
sota. He transitioned from the care of crops and animals to the care of souls, 
spending five decades as a minister within the Lutheran church. This unique 
combination of agricultural and ministerial experience allows for Senkbeil 
to interweave lessons from general revelation concerning the farmer’s task 
and the nature of growth within the created world with spiritual principles 
for pastoral ministry. For example, after spending years watching farmers 
instinctively care for a wide range of crops and animals with meticulous 
precision and trained reflexes, Senkbeil became aware of the concept of 
habitus. Combining the science of theology with the art of ministry, pastors 
develop a pastoral habitus, skills for ministry which are “honed and developed 
through deliberate and diligent interaction with the people of God” (19). 
This habitus flows from the pastor’s being. “The premise of this book is that 
action flows from being; identity defines activity” (16). 

If pastors desire to seek success in pastoral ministry, they must locate 
their vocation within the economy of God’s workings among his church. 
Primarily, every pastor must recognize that “[the] best [pastors] have to 
give Christ’s sheep and lambs doesn’t come from within; it comes from him” 
(xxi). Senkbeil’s illustration of pastors as sheepdogs of the Good Shepherd 
will resonate with many readers. The sheepdog is merely an extension of 
the shepherd—one ear synced to the commands of the master, the other 
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tuned to the needs of the sheep (122-23). Thus, shepherds model the Good 
Shepherd as pastors speak the word of Christ to flock, calling for faith and 
sowing the seeds of eternal life. Aligned with the shepherd’s will, pastoral 
ministry sails or sinks on the ability of the shepherd to diagnose rightly the 
ailments of sheep. As caretakers of souls, shepherds must know the various 
diseases and conditions which plague the flock. Shepherds minister to sheep 
in providing weekly care through the means of grace while administering 
specific cures to acute conditions through pastoral care. 

With this structure for pastoral ministry erected, Senkbeil turns to care 
for the souls of pastors, reminding them of the importance of holiness, 
communion with God, and spiritual warfare for the proper development 
of a pastoral habitus. 

This work lands as a drop of water upon the parch land of pastoral ministry 
resources. Local associations and big publishers are relentlessly publishing 
anything and everything that may help struggling pastors and churches restore 
the smallest semblance of spiritual life. Pastors roll the dice of pragmatism 
every year, trying of the latest program or copycat of the big church in town 
in hopes of finding “something that finally works.” Senkbeil bypasses the 
recurrent novelties of the church growth gurus by leading the weary pastors 
back to the shepherd and his flock. Here, amidst the mundane labors of the 
shepherd and smelly sheep, pastors are introduced to the ancient practice 
of pastoral habitus. Pastors develop this habitus through the specific care of 
individuals souls, a model handed down by Christ through the ages to each 
generation of faithful laborers among his sheep. 

Many pastors will find this work refreshing and invigorating as Senkbeil 
simplifies the pastor’s work to explicit biblical commands and practice for 
pastoral ministry. Other pastors will be convicted over how much of their 
time spend in supposedly “pastoral ministry” is preoccupied with tasks and 
responsibilities completely foreign to Scripture’s instructions to pastors 
concerning their work. Few may recoil at Senkbeil’s overly sacramental 
outlook on pastoral ministry, as he often over-exalts the pastor’s office into 
an operator and distributor of actual divine grace through the Word and 
sacrament. Still, Senkbeil is the pastor and shepherd the church needs to 
instruct the next generation in the ancient task of caring for souls.  

Jared S. Poulton, PhD candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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Loving God and Neighbor with Samuel Pearce. By Michael A. G. Haykin and 
Jerry Slate, Jr. Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2019. 128 pp. $12.99, paper.

Since the second half of the last century, many scholars began to question 
the previous generation’s view of history. In response, many theologians and 
historians led the ressourcement movements as they felt the desperate need 
to recover traditions amid their present existential crisis. For the Roman 
Catholics, such a project was carried out by the nouvelle théologie school, as 
they returned to the Scripture and the Patristic writings. Evangelicals, on 
the other hand, also found a similar need, as they began to reprint works of 
the magisterial reformers (e.g., Luther’s Works, edited by Jaroslav Pelikan), 
puritans (e.g., reprints of the Banner of Truth Trust), and early evangelicals 
(e.g. Works of Jonathan Edwards published by Yale University Press). Almost 
seventy years later, the evangelical ressourcement is still quite alive as many 
evangelicals are still in the nostalgic meandering. In its new phase, theologians 
and historians saw the need for broader and deeper studies that go beyond 
and within. In other words, evangelicals need to contribute to Patristic and 
medieval scholarship, as well as to engage their denominational stories in 
depth. Michael Haykin is one of the pioneers in the second phase of this 
ad fonte project.

For Haykin and his co-author Jerry Slate, they agree with Herbert But-
terfield (1900–1979) that “history is an intricate network formed by all 
the things that happen to individuals and all the things that individuals do” 
(Herbert Butterfield, “The Role of the Individual in History,” in Herbert But-
terfield, Writings on Christianity and History [C. T. McIntire, ed.; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1979], 18). Thus, after thirty years of research and 
publication on Samuel Pearce (1766–1799), Michael Haykin is qualified 
to be a participator in a project pioneered by Pearce’s friend Andrew Fuller 
(1754–1815). Through Loving God and Neighbor with Samuel Pearce, the 
authors present to the modern readers what they believed to be “the best 
of late eighteenth-century Baptist piety” (p. 1). At the same time, as the 
inaugural volume of the “Lived Theology” series, Haykin and Slate believe 
that the “seraphic Pearce’s” example of “holy love” is a model and blessing 
for Christians beyond the Baptist denomination. Furthermore, as a co-au-
thored book, Loving God and Neighbor with Samuel Pearce retells the life and 
thoughts of Samuel Pearce from both academic and pastoral perspectives. 
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Though the authors recognized that “this is not what is called a definitive life 
of Pearce” (p. 2), this well-researched and easy-to-read biography is a special 
gift for both ministers of the Word and Christians in the pew.

Besides the introduction, there are eleven chapters and an appendix in 
this book. The authors shared their labours in these chapters. Using Samuel 
Pearce’s life and ministry as a guideline, Haykin and Slate also examined 
Pearce’s thought of marriage (chapter 5), political views (chapter 6), pastoral 
ministry (chapter 7), theology (chapter 8–9), and mission (chapter 10–12). In 
the second chapter, Haykin provided a broader social and historical context, 
in which Haykin examined the social conditions at Plymouth, where Pearce 
was born; and the Baptist life in this southern port city. Though Pearce grew 
up in a Christian family, it was through Isaiah Birt’s (1758–1837) sermon 
in the summer of 1782, Pearce felt the change from “a state of death in 
trespasses and sins” to a “life in a dear dying Redeemer” (p. 11). Such an 
experience of conversion led to Pearce’s baptism on his seventeenth birthday 
at the Plymouth congregation. Three years later, as the church recognized 
Pearce’s gift, they sent him to Bristol Academy for pastoral training. While 
at Bristol (chapter 3), Pearce studied under Caleb Evans (1737–1791), 
from whom Pearce was exposed to many evangelical writers, among whom 
was the American theologian Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758). With his 
studies, Pearce was able to feed them to his flaming heart of love toward God 
and others. Such piety is expressed in his friendship with his teacher, and 
fellow students, such as Josiah Evans (1760–1792) and William Steadman 
(1764–1837).

In 1790, after a year of trial, Pearce was welcomed as the minister of Cannon 
Street Baptist Church in Birmingham (chapter 4). As a gifted preacher, Pearce 
was remembered as the “silver-tongued” preacher. Nevertheless, his ministry 
was not only of the pulpit. In his ten years of ministry, he only reserved the 
mornings and Saturdays for his study and spent “afternoons and evenings for 
visiting his flock” (p. 36). Though the gospel ministry in Birmingham was 
no easy, Pearce’s all-round ministry was fruitful and influential. For Pearce, 
he was grateful for his wife Sarah Hopkins (1771–1804), who “appears to 
have been converted under his preaching” (p. 41). Their marriage (chapter 
5) was blessed and sweet, as both of them understood marriage as “a means 
of grace to one another in their earthly pilgrimage” and they were “intimate 
allies” (p. 42–43).
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Without spoiling the content of this biography, three particular episodes 
are drawn to illustrate Pearce’s love for God and neighbour. The first example 
happened on May 8, 1794. Early in the morning, Pearce preached to a group 
of farm labourers in Guilsborough, Northamptonshire. Toward the end of 
his sermon, Pearce began to repeat himself. When Andrew Fuller asked his 
friend at breakfast about this incident, Pearce explained that his purpose 
was for a lately arrived man to hear the gospel. Thus, Pearce said, “I resolved 
at once to forget all else, and, in despite of criticism, and the apprehension 
of being thought tedious, to give him a quarter of an hour” (p. 72). For the 
authors, such love is based on Pearce’s understanding of the gospel, which 
in particular is about the doctrine of salvation by free grace alone. Being 
a Fullerite, Pearce understood sinners’ duty to repent and accept the free 
grace of God, which was manifested at the cross. Consequently, Pearce’s 
understanding of the gospel and love for the lost souls led him to become a 
supporter of the Baptist Missionary Society.

While at home, Pearce actively advocated the mission, as he wrote to Wil-
liam Carey (1761–1834): “I will travel from the Land’s End to the Orkneys, 
but we will get money enough for all the demands of the mission” (p. 104). 
Moreover, Pearce’s love toward his fellow ministers is manifested in his cor-
respondence with the missionaries, especially in his letter to Carey in March 
1799: “Is it because I have ceased to love you? No, my dear brother! I must 
first lose all my recollection, my reason, and my virtue” (p. 105). Pearce’s 
“loving zeal for making Christ known to the lost” was so persistent that he 
even desired to serve in the mission field. Though Pearce’s desire was genu-
ine, the Society’s committee––many of them are his close friends––did not 
confirm Pearce’s calling and rejected his application. At this moment, Pearce 
manifested his humility as he obeyed the committee’s decision. His flaming 
heart was not quenched, as Pearce continued to serve his congregation in 
Birmingham, while he travelled to promote the missionary enterprise.

In December 1798, Pearce’s lungs were inflamed that it was agony to 
preach. As his health declined, Pearce was forced to leave his pulpit at Bir-
mingham. However, Pearce continued to pray for the lost souls, and in this 
case, for the French people. When Pearce was desperately ill, he wrote to 
Carey about his plans to “get five of our Ministers to agree that they will apply 
themselves to the French language” (p. 129), so that they might bring the 
gospel to the Continent. Though Pearce did not see it, his “praying breath” 
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was never lost (p. 129). With months of afflictions, Pearce died on October 
10, 1799.

Overall, Haykin and Slate present a Baptist model in contexts. By quoting 
extensive amounts of Pearce’s works and letters, readers can taste the sweet-
ness of Pearce’s piety by first hand. Despite the technical error of mismatching 
the chapter numbers with endnotes––as the introduction was counted as the 
first chapter by final production––this volume is a welcoming introduction 
to the precious treasure of evangelical Baptist spirituality.

Baiyu Andrew Song, PhD candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Calvin’s Tormentors: Understanding the Conflicts That Shaped the Reformer. 
By Gary W. Jenkins. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2018, 170 pp., 
$28.00 paper.

Gary W. Jenkins currently serves as the Van Gorden Chair in History at 
Eastern University in St. Davids, Pennsylvania. He has written widely on 
topics related to the reformation, including the English reformation, Richard 
Hooker, and Peter Martyr Vermigli.

In Calvin’s Tormentors, Jenkins discusses Calvin’s life and thought through 
the unique angle of examining some of the major conflicts that Calvin expe-
rienced. Drawing on a detailed examination of primary sources such as 
letters and tracts from Calvin’s conflicts, Jenkins helps readers to see a part 
of Calvin often overlooked or sidelined in traditional biographies. As the 
subtitle of the work states and as he writes in the preface, Jenkins intends the 
present volume to serve as “a study on how controversy shaped Calvin” (xi).

Jenkins develops the central theme of how controversy shaped Calvin by 
tracing ten different conflicts. With the exception of chapter six on the Enfants 
de Genève and chapter ten on the Italian radicals, each chapter is focused on 
a particular person with whom Calvin experienced sharp disagreement. The 
chapters generally follow a common format. First, Jenkins provides important 
background information about both Calvin and his tormentor by drawing on 
secondary source research. In particular, Jenkins relies frequently on Gordon, 
Cottret, and Parker. Second, through copious study of primary sources from 
both Calvin and his tormentors, especially the Calvini Opera, the author explains 
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the controversy Calvin experienced. Third, Jenkins intersperses a brief analysis 
or commentary about Calvin and the conflict.

The ten chapters follow a rough chronological progression of Calvin’s 
life. In chapter one, Jenkins examines the painful separation that occurred 
between Calvin and Louis du Tillet during the early days of the Genevan 
reformation as du Tillet turned back from the reformation to embrace Rome. 
In chapter two, Jenkins analyzes the trinitarian conflict between Pierre Caroli 
and Calvin. Jenkins seeks to show how this controversy helped Calvin steel 
and clarify the expression of his convictions. One additional lesson for 
Christians today that Jenkins reiterates is the importance of the history, 
concepts, and grammar from the fourth and fifth century trinitarian dis-
putes. In chapter three, Jenkins discusses the generally pacific disagreement 
between Calvin and Jacopo Sadoleto. In chapter four, Jenkins tackles the 
controversy for which Calvin is most well-known, namely the dispute with 
Michael Servetus. Throughout this chapter and others, Jenkins shows how 
Servetus became a common rallying point for opponents of Calvin. Chap-
ter five considers Calvin’s conflict with Sabestian Castellio over toleration 
and chapter six recounts Calvin’s conflict with the Enfants de Genève over 
governance in Geneva. Chapter seven traces Calvin’s disagreement with 
Francois Baudouin over toleration. In chapter eight, Jenkins explores Calvin’s 
famous controversy with Jerome Bolsec over predestination. Jenkins shows 
how Bolsec used this dispute to shape Calvin’s reputation negatively both 
theologically and personally. In chapter nine, Jenkins studies Calvin’s part in 
the reformation’s biggest debate, namely the doctrine of the Lord’s Supper. 
In particular, Calvin sharply and caustically disagreed over the Supper with 
Lutheran Joachim Westphal. In chapter ten, Jenkins probes Calvin’s conflict 
with Italian doctrinal radicals.

In examining the entirety of Calvin’s Tormentors, a few themes reappear. 
First, Calvin often found himself in sharp doctrinal conflict with others, 
especially over trinitarian theology and toleration. This is the case with Caroli, 
Servetus, Castellio, and Baudouin. Second, a number of Calvin’s tormentors 
eventually left the reformation and returned to Rome. Third, Jenkins shows 
how Calvin participated in conflicts and controversies not as a man isolated 
on an island in Geneva but rather as a reformer in frequent contact with 
other reformers such as Martin Bucer. The similarities and differences in 
how these continental reformers thought through the controversies Calvin 
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found himself in is telling. Fourth, Jenkins shows how at times Calvin stood 
largely on a theological island of his own making (139). For example, as 
Jenkins highlights, Calvin’s 1536 Institutes never employs the word “trinity,” 
nor does it feature the full orb of classical terminology (17).

One weakness of the book deserves brief mention. While Jenkins does 
occasionally discuss how Calvin’s conflicts shaped the reformer (18), mul-
tiple chapters contain no clear and explicit analysis of how the conflict in 
question formed Calvin. Given that the present volume seeks to serve as “a 
study on how controversy shaped Calvin” (xi), this lacuna is unfortunate.

The field of Calvin studies is unquestionably a well-trod path filled with 
many scholars, societies, and centers. As Jenkins himself notes in the preface, 
“Of the writing of books on Calvin there is no end” (xiii). Yet Jenkins prof-
fers a fresh, unique, readable, and well-researched contribution to the field 
by examining an often-overlooked or misunderstood aspect of Calvin’s life 
and ministry. However, Calvin’s Tormentors is not a book for newcomers to 
Calvin. Instead, it is an enjoyable and profitable read for educated laymen, 
pastor-theologians, and Calvin specialists. The author’s writing is lucid and 
the background information Jenkins provides in each chapter makes the 
book accessible to many. Finally, reading Calvin’s Tormentors in isolation 
may unintentionally engender a one-sided view of Calvin -- not because of 
the book but due to the nature of the subject. Consequently, readers could 
consider studying Calvin’s Tormentors in tandem with a work such as Friends 
of Calvin by Michiel A. van den Berg.

Eric Beach, ThM candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Whole Armor of God: How Christ’s Victory Strengthens Us for Spiritual 
Warfare. By Iain M. Duguid. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2019, 128 pp., $14.99. 

In The Whole Armor of God, seasoned pastor and professor Iain Duguid 
comprises a collection of sermons on Ephesians 6:10–20. These sermons—
converted into chapters—have been maturing since Duguid’s days in seminary 
where he read William Gurnall’s spirituality classic, The Christian in Complete 
Armor. Duguid later preached this series of sermons at different points in 
his ministry. After years in ministry and serving within a seminary context, 
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Duguid has now distilled his thoughts on these texts into a book format to 
help Christians reflect upon the nature of spiritual warfare and the Christian’s 
need for the armor of God. 

Duguid directs the reader’s attention to Scripture’s depictions of the 
Christian life as a spiritual battle. Christians wage this battle against a pow-
erful adversary. Duguid presents the book’s thesis when he says, “To engage 
in that battle properly, we need a spiritual makeover in which our flimsy, 
inadequate natural attire is replaced by suitable armor and weaponry” (p. 
10). Thus, Duguid sets out to explain each piece of the armor Paul describes 
in Ephesians 6. 

Duguid places God’s provision of spiritual armor within the Christian’s 
redemptive context. First, he underscores the looming threat of the Chris-
tian’s demonic adversary. Drawing from Tolkien’s fantasy classic, when 
Christians engage in spiritual warfare against Satan and his minions, they 
fight as hobbits against orcs, “an unequal contest” (p. 12). Duguid rightly 
exposes how materialism’s fog fills the modern Christian’s mind with spiri-
tual apathy toward present and deadly threats which target one’s soul. At the 
same time, Christians must acknowledge God’s provision of power to fight 
against demonic forces. The power that God provides for spiritual warfare is 
the same power which rose Jesus from the grave. Paul illustrates the various 
aspects of the divine power purposed to aid Christians in sanctification by 
locating spiritual dynamics within a set of divine armor, first worn by Christ 
himself. Furthermore, Christians confidently utilize the armor of God since 
Christ used this same armor to accomplish salvation and guarantee the vic-
tory at stake in spiritual combat—the Christian’s sanctification and future 
glorification. Thus, this book surveys each element of the Christian’s spiritual 
armor to remind Christians of various defensive and offensive elements of 
spiritual warfare. 

In this work, Duguid targets the average church member. He surveys the 
spiritual armory available for Christians, highlighting different strengths of 
various equipment. The belt of truth holds the Christian’s armor together 
since the gospel message relies upon the existence, certainty, and know-
ability of truth (p. 26). The breastplate of righteousness reminds Christians 
that Christ’s righteousness protects the Christian’s vital organs from two 
of Satan’s thrusts: God does not love them, and sin does not matter (pp. 
45–6). Gospel boots enable Christians to embark on treacherous journeys 
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to herald the good news to the ends of the earth (pp. 61–3). Christians 
utilize the shield of faith as they believe the promises and character of God 
amid the challenges of life (pp. 72–4). Through hoping in God, the helmet 
of salvation guards the Christian from discouragement and despair (p. 82). 
Christians wield their spiritual sword—the Word of God—as an offensive 
weapon to parry and disarm Satan’s thrusts (pp. 91–2). Duguid ends this 
work by reflecting upon the role of prayer and the Holy Spirit within the 
Christian life (pp. 103–17). 

This work contributes to multiple fields within scholarship and Christian 
publication. Duguid adds a volume to the growing body of literature which 
presents a Reformed perspective on spiritual warfare within the Christian 
life. An instant classic in Christian living, this work brings readers to the text 
of Scripture in order to illuminate the spiritual forces and dynamics at play in 
sanctification. Pauline students and scholars may be disappointed to find that 
this work lacks fresh insights from this well-known text. Duguid’s theological 
method produces inter-canonical connections that trace biblical themes 
related to spiritual conflict, accessible summaries of key components of the 
Christian faith, and practical application for young and seasoned believers in 
sanctification. This seasoned scholar and pastor unfolds Scripture’s battleplan 
for spiritual warfare, giving Christians the resources to fight the good fight 
a faith—a fight first won by Jesus Christ.

Jared S. Poulton, PhD candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Divine Christ: Paul, the Lord Jesus, and the Scriptures of Israel. By David 
B. Capes. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018. 

In The Divine Christ David Capes introduces the reader to Paul’s use of Old 
Testament passages that use the divine name of Israel’s God and how Paul uses 
those texts to refer to the risen Christ. As a summary of Cape’s previous pub-
lications, The Divine Christ is a helpful introduction to the broader discussion 
of high Christology in Paul’s letters as well as Paul’s hermeneutic. Cape’s book 
was developed from the Hayworth lectures at Acadia Divinity College in 2014. 

In chapter one, “‘Lord’ and ‘LORD’ in the Bible,” Capes outlines the usage 
of “lord,” “Lord,” and “LORD” as they appear in English Bible translations 
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and the Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic original (2–12). The key insight here 
concerns the broad semantic range of the words ʼādôn (Hebrew), mārēʼ 
(Aramaic), and kyrios (Greek) which, “had a breadth of semantic usage, 
allowing them to be used for both human in authority and the one God 
of Israel.” (12) Capes then discusses how the divine name יהוה (YHWH), 
represented as “LORD” in English, appeared in ancient texts near Paul’s 
lifetime (13–19). Capes concludes Paul’s use of kyrios could carry a wide 
semantic range, and that from manuscripts written near Paul’s own lifetime 
the word kyrios was an accepted translation of the divine name (18). From 
the vantage point of this data, kyrios could have wide range of meanings from 
‘master’ to God’s divine name. 

In chapter two, “Kyrios/Lord as a Christological Title,” Capes summarizes 
how scholarship has understood Paul’s use of kyrios and center’s his discussion 
around the work of Wilhelm Bousset (23–31). According to Bousset in his 
massively influential work Kyrios Christos (ET, 1970), the title kyrios was 
not commonly ascribed to Jesus until Christianity came to flourish within 
a Hellenistic context (26). Capes outlines the three “pillars” of Bousset’s 
proposal and then responds to them (31–44). First, Bousset’s argument 
assumes Palestinian Christianity was not already thoroughly Hellenized, and 
that the spread of Greek language and culture necessarily means moving away 
from Jewish monotheism (32–33). Second, Bousset argued the kyrios title is 
used by Paul and Greco-Roman political and religious contexts identically 
(33–37). In response, Capes cautions against stating parallels exist when there 
is little or no influence evident. Stating that Christianity borrows from pagan 
culture and religion because they both share the word kyrios is tantamount 
to saying Buddhism and Islam influence each other just because they both 
speak of “God” (35). Capes questions whether Paul as a Jew (Phil 3:3–5; Rom 
11:1) who “despised” the idolatry of the Gentile world (e.g., 1 Cor 10:20–21; 
Rom 1:18–23) would have allowed his gospel to be shaped so thoroughly by 
pagan culture (36). Third, Bousset argues the strong monotheism among the 
early Palestinian Christian communities would have deterred any reference 
to Jesus as kyrios in a way that could have been associated with the God of 
Israel (37). Capes critiques this pillar by looking at Paul’s own monotheism 
as a Palestinian Pharisee (e.g., Phil 3:5–6). Paul’s own strong monotheistic 
sensibilities did not keep him from affirming both that God is “one” (1 Cor 
8:4–6; Rom 3:29–30; Gal 3:20) and that Jesus was “Lord” (Rom 10:9; 1 
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Cor 12:3; Phil 2:10). Paul’s own conflict with his opponents in his letters 
seems to have nothing to do with ascribing Jesus the title of “Lord” in a 
divine sense, but that “Paul is welcoming gentiles into this new community 
that he refers to as the ekklēsia (church) (39).” Furthermore, Capes argues, 
Bousset based his understanding of first century Jewish monotheism from 
Rabbinic sources from the fourth to fifth century that was hardening the 
meaning of monotheism in response to Christianity and Gnosticism (42). 
Capes concludes, “Given Paul’s own religious practices, which included 
confessing and hymning the lordship of Jesus, and the inclusive nature of 
pre-Christian Jewish monotheism, the claim by Bousset and others that 
Jewish monotheism itself would have precluded the use of the kyrios title 
for Jesus seems implausible (43).” 

In chapter three, “Jesus as Kyrios in Paul’s Letters,” Capes outlines the 
various ways Paul used the kyrios title to refer to Jesus. Capes notes that Paul 
bases Jesus’s “Lordship” from his resurrection which carries with it cosmic 
and universal import, as well as the ethical instructions of Jesus during his 
earthly ministry (48–54). Capes argues that Paul’s titles for Jesus are purpose-
ful and come with a variety of associations. Paul’s use of kyrios as a title for 
Jesus occur in ethical, eschatological, and liturgical contexts (56). Paul uses 
the title kyrios in ethical contexts where the Jesus’s role as Lord provides the 
grounds for the imperative of the gospel (e.g., 1 Cor 5:4–5; Col 3:18—4:1) 
(59–61). Paul’s use of kyrios in these ethical contexts has precedent in how 
YHWH as Israel’s kyrios instructed Israel (e.g., Exod 20:10–11; Mic 6:8) on 
how they must live (61–64). Capes observes that even in statements we might 
overlook Paul connects Jesus “profoundly with the covenant name of God 
(64).” Second, Paul’s use of kyrios in eschatological contexts associates “the 
day of the  Lord” (2 Cor 1:14; 2 Cor 1:8) with the eschatological day of the 
LORD in the OT (e.g., Amos 5:18–20; Isa 2:12–22; Zeph 1:7–10; Joel 1:15; 
Ezek 7:7–12; Zech 12—14). Paul’s eschatology has an ethical component 
as his readers are to strive to be found blameless at the day of the Lord (66). 
The eschatological aspects of Jesus’s title as kyrios are the second coming 
(1 Thess 4:13–20) of and final judgment (2 Thess 1:5–10) enacted by the 
Lord Jesus (66–71). Finally, Capes turns to Paul’s use of kyrios for Jesus in 
liturgical contexts (71–81). Here Capes argues the liturgical use of “call on 
the name of the Lord” (e.g., Rom 10:9; 1 Cor 12:3) in Paul’s letters in light 
of its OT context meant addressing Jesus as Lord was central to the worship 
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of the churches Paul established (73). Capes points to Paul’s frequent use in 
his letters of the phrase “God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (e.g.,1 
Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:3; Eph 1:3; 1 Thess 1:2–3). This phrase, and those like it, 
closely link the Father and the Lord acting together as one during the public 
reading and liturgy of Paul’s letter (75). Similarly, Capes notes Paul’s use of 
kyrios in the celebration of the Lord’s supper is closely connected with Paul’s 
use of the shema (e.g., 1 Cor 8:4–6; 10:14–22). 

For the purposes of Capes’ argument chapters four and five will be con-
sidered together. In Chapter four, “YHWH Texts with God as Referent,” 
Capes reviews the texts of the OT Paul cites containing the divine and 
in context refer to God the Father (Rom 4:7–8; 9:27; 11:34; 15:9; 1 Cor 
3:20; 2 Cor 6:17–18). Paul’s use of YHWH texts to refer in context to both 
God the Father and Jesus demonstrates that the two figures are intimately 
connected, and Paul has specific reasons for referring to either God or Jesus 
as Lord. Capes concludes Paul refers to God in YHWH texts where Paul is 
discussing justification, God’s election of Israel, God’s wisdom, the inclu-
sion of the Gentiles into the church, and in his description of the church 
as the temple of God (110). In chapter five, “YHWH texts with Christ as 
Referent” Capes observes that Paul refers to Christ with YHWH texts with 
the following themes: the universality and scope of gospel, eschatological 
judgment, the resurrection, ethics, the divine wisdom of Christ crucified, the 
Lord’s Supper, the Spirit’s role in the believer’s life, Paul’s apostolic authority 
(149). Capes analysis shows that Paul can apply the same YHWH text to 
both Christ and God the Father depending on the context (e.g., Isa 40:13; 
cf. Rom 11:34; 1 Cor 2:16). Capes lays out all the verses he exegetes in 
Paul and their OT referent early in chapter four (86). What is striking from 
Capes analysis is that Jesus was clearly identified as Lord in the context the 
liturgical practices of the early church, which is clearly reminiscent to the 
worship of God described in the temple (133–141, 150). 

In the final chapter six “Pauline Exegesis and a High Christology,” Capes 
quickly addresses some critiques of his proposal who question the implications 
of Paul’s use of YHWH texts by pointing to similar exegetical moves in the Dead 
Sea Scrolls (11Q13; 4 Q167; 1QpHab). While a handful of Dead Sea Scrolls 
do attribute the actions of other persons to OT texts which describe the actions 
of YHWH, they do not consistently apply those texts to one person nor can 
they be understood as the work of one individual as in the case of Paul’s letters 
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(151–55). Capes then explores how his analysis of Paul’s exegesis of YHWH 
texts relates to other recent “High Christology” proposals from Hurtado, Dunn 
(a dissenting voice), Bauckham, and Wright (159–68). Paul’s own Christology, 
Capes argues, as evident by his exegesis of the OT YHWH texts was propelled 
by his own experiences of the risen Christ (168–73). Capes sees resonances 
of Paul’s own exegesis within the Gospel accounts as they recount the impact 
of Jesus upon his own early followers (173–81). 

Capes work is summative of his own earlier work and the state of high 
Christology in Paul’s letters. The Divine Christ is a solid introduction to 
these issues. To students of Paul’s letters, Capes teaches through this book 
that Paul’s use of scripture and the ways he refers to both Jesus and God 
are always purposeful, even if they are not immediately evident to modern 
readers of the text. Another strength of Cape’s work is that he places Paul’s 
hermeneutic within the context of Second Temple Judaism, which helpfully 
brings to bear how Paul’s exegesis can be similar, yet strikingly different, to 
his contemporaries. 

Trey Moss
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Worlds of the Preacher: Navigating Biblical, Cultural, and Personal Contexts. 
Edited by Scott M. Gibson. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2018, xxiv 
+ 164 pp., $23.00 paper.

Haddon Robinson’s influence on evangelical homiletics would be hard to 
overstate and this volume honors his ministry by gathering nine homileticians 
who represent the seminaries Robinson served during his lifetime: Dallas, 
Denver, and Gordon-Conwell.  Chapter 1 prints Robinson’s lecture from 
which the book draws its title, “The Worlds of the Preacher.”  Robinson, 
building on John Stott’s image of a bridge between the world of the Bible 
and the world of the preacher, expands his consideration to include four 
worlds: “the ancient world of the Bible, the modern world, the world of the 
preacher’s listeners, and the preacher’s personal world” (xxiii).

The chapters interact with Robinson’s “worlds” from the contributors’ 
areas of expertise.  Some chapters attempt to cover all four worlds while 
others focus attention primarily on one of the worlds.  Steven Mathewson 
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in chapter 2 examines the text and culture of the OT before moving to the 
practical questions a rich OT theology offers for the worlds of the listeners 
and preacher.  Duane Litfin turns attention to the NT in chapter 3 and 
utilizes the “ladder of abstraction” to help preachers move from abstract 
principles to concrete application.  Litfin explains, “God designed us to live 
on this ladder.  We are embodied persons making our way in the physical 
and social world God has made” (45).  While the breadth of the opening 
chapters forces an overview, the authors make sure to provide practical and 
concrete application to prevent a merely theoretical discussion.  Mathewson 
provides aid to pastors with his insights on the contemporary importance 
of the doctrine of creation for issues of identity and sexuality along with the 
problem of evil.  The world of the Bible impacts the modern world.

Gibson, chapter 4, examines the preacher’s personal world and offers 
guidance for individual and corporate discipleship that highlights the impor-
tance of the local church.  The editor’s chapter serves as balm to a weary soul.  
Gibson contends, “Character formation takes place in the crucible of the 
church” (55).  Matthew Kim’s examination of racial and ethnic concerns, 
chapter 5, helps pastors, perhaps especially majority culture pastors, see 
the dangers of “prejudice and exclusion” faced by non-Anglos (77).  Kim 
suggests intentional study, focus groups, and personal relationships as steps a 
preacher can take to learn to exegete ethnicity and culture.  Like most of the 
chapters in the book, Kim’s chapter leaves the reader wanting more which 
can be found by following the footnotes to Kim’s own excellent resource, 
Preaching with Cultural Intelligence.

Jeffrey Arthurs, chapter 6, turns to the worlds of the listener and utilizes 
Robinson’s three “developmental questions” to understand the exegetical 
idea of the passage: “What does this mean?  Is it true? and What difference 
does it make?” (90).  The preacher anticipates and answers the questions 
of listeners.  He explains, “Preaching that overcomes skepticism addresses 
the heart” (94).  Arthurs also moves down the ladder of abstraction to offer 
concrete examples and encouragement to preachers.  Patricia Batten’s brief 
chapter 7 contains only seven pages which is just one third the length of 
Mathewson’s OT chapter.  She urges preachers to consider the history and 
context of their local church and community with practical wisdom on cel-
ebrating the virtues of the past and carefully exposing past failures.  Chapter 
8 by Victor Anderson jumps back into theological abstraction by offering “a 
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grand vision of preaching” that connects to God’s mission “to bring his rule 
to earth through his King and ultimately through his people” (121).  The 
chapter on mission provides encouragement for the new or experienced 
preacher to savor the joy of the task.

Scott Wenig, chapter 9, responds to our culture’s “historical amnesia” with a 
call to understand the history behind biblical texts (131).  The specific exam-
ples he provides, such as the huge shortage of women in the Greco-Roman 
world due to infanticide and quotes describing the sexual abuse of women 
in the ancient world, offer a brilliant contrast for the beauty of the gospel.  
His historical insights should motivate preachers to dig into the historical 
contexts of biblical passages.  Donald Sunukjian concludes the book, chapter 
10, with a reminder of the importance of concrete images and illustrations 
to help “paint pictures” in the minds of listeners (146).  His chapter relies 
on specific examples rather than a theoretical presentation.  The concrete 
illustrations provide a model for preachers to adapt.

As a whole the book serves as a fitting tribute to Haddon Robinson.  The 
chapters are uneven in length, uneven in terms of their reliance upon theory 
compared to concrete examples, and uneven in their topical focus, but this 
unevenness is not a weakness.  The book as a whole helps the preacher exam-
ine the worlds of the Bible and the worlds of preachers and their listeners.  
The variety of subjects strengthens the usefulness of the book.  Readers will 
linger in some chapters longer than others, but the range of topics never strays 
too far from the practical.  Even the chapters most reliant upon homiletical 
theory still offer practical help.  The book has a warm tone of encouragement 
and feels like the best of a preaching conference where some seminars offer 
more help than others but the preacher heads toward home with an increased 
desire to step into the pulpit.  Robinson’s influence continues, through those 
who knew him well, to serve new generations of preaching pastors.

Kevin D. Koslowsky, PhD
Senior Pastor, Faith Presbyterian Church (PCA)
Wilmington, DE
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God of All Comfort: A Trinitarian Response to the Horrors of this World. By 
Scott Harrower. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2019, 221 pp., $21.99 paper.

Scott Harrower is an Anglican pastor who serves as professor of Theology 
and History at Ridley College in Melbourne, Australia. In his published 
dissertation under the supervision of Graham Cole at Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School God of All Comfort: A Trinitarian Response to the Horrors of 
This World, Harrower explores the reality of trauma through a Trinitarian lens. 

Other theologians have considered the horrors and trauma along with 
their effects on sufferers, and Harrower furthers the work on this topic basing 
his conclusions in classical Trinitarian theology.

In the introduction, Harrower seeks to show “how the uniqueness of God’s 
triadic life allows for help in both direct and indirect manners in times of hor-
rors and their aftermath” (3). In chapters two through four Harrower defines 
horror, its contrast from how God created the world, and the problems that 
arise from it (7-56). Chapters five through eight are focused on horror from 
the perspective of real-world stories, including engagement with Matthew’s 
gospel (59-134). In chapters nine through eleven, Harrower offers his three-
fold method for recovery for trauma: recovering safety, recovering story, and 
recovering community (137-218). Harrower concludes with questions still 
unanswered and his hope for readers (219-221).

Chapter two starts with Harrower’s discussion of shalom and God’s design 
for humanity’s well-being and flourishing. God experiences shalom within 
the Godhead with the three persons of the Trinity existing in peace and 
harmony, and he designed his image-bearers to reflect that. After Adam and 
Eve sinned their capacity to maintain and receive shalom diminished, and 
the same is true of all humanity. Horror is the exact opposite of shalom, it 
destroys an image-bearer’s capacity to flourish and experience and promote 
harmony. This is the “backdrop” for Harrower’s discussion of horror.

Harrower defines horror in chapter three as anything that “includes a 
degeneration of life toward death,” or “is sourced in an objective, relation-
ally immoral action,” or “prevents an individual from being or allowing 
others to be images of God in their natural and fullest sense,” or “entails 
a traumatic response that diminishes the potential of actualization and 
personhood,” and “is not possible to recover psychologically and rela-
tionally from before death” (27-28). His definition addresses the essence 
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of personhood as created in God’s image to experience shalom and how 
horror degrades that design. 

In chapter four, Harrower discusses the three problems that arise from 
horror: theological, existential, and anthropological. The theological problem, 
essentially the problem of evil, brings up questions about God’s character 
(47-50). How can God’s benevolence and omnipotence be reconciled with 
the presence of horror in the world? The existential problem brings up 
questions of meaninglessness (50-53). How can life ever be meaningful if 
the experience of trauma is inevitable? The anthropological problem brings 
up questions about the hope for a restored life (53-55). Can a trauma sur-
vivor experience full, flourishing personhood in the wake of the horror he 
experienced? 

In chapters five through eight Harrower moves from defining horror and 
its theological implications to a biblical assessment of it. He offers a “hor-
ror-attuned” reading of Matthew, designed to show the typical reader what 
the perception of a trauma survivor could be. This is intentionally designed 
to make the reader see the flaw of that perspective (94, 116). Then he gives 
the “blessed” reading, the one that is supposed to be understood as true. 
The blessed reading promotes a proper understanding of God, his good 
character, and his presence in horror (119-134). 

Chapters nine through eleven address the Trinitarian response to horror 
and hope in God for post-traumatic restoration. Harrower argues aptly that 
there is hope for restoration in the following three ways: establishing trust in 
God’s character (137-157), establishing hope for a good life and (158-181), 
and establishing meaning in life (182-218). First, a trauma survivor needs 
to regain her trust in God’s character. Without trust that God is still good 
and working for the good of his children, one cannot regain the shalom God 
intended for humanity. Next, trauma survivors need hope. To move from the 
post-traumatic brokenness to flourishing, one needs hope that he can live 
wholly and blessed again. Lastly, the trauma survivor needs to reestablish 
a meaning through life-giving connection with others. Even though they 
are frustrated through the experience of horror, healthy relationships are 
essential for the restoration of the trauma-survivor.

Harrower’s work is a necessary and important one, a helpful contribution 
to the discussion of trauma from a theological perspective. The Trinitarian 
nature of Harrower’s argument is its outstanding strength. He aptly applies 
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the implications of God as three in one to the problem of trauma. The Father’s 
providence allows trauma suffers to regain their trust in his character (137-
139). The Son’s incarnation, death, and resurrection assure the traumatized 
of God’s presence and care toward his people (137-158). The Spirit’s indwell-
ing presence re-establishes a safe relationship with God (159). God in his 
wholeness offers hope for wholeness to his broken image bearers. 

A second major strength of God of All Comfort is Harrower’s anthropol-
ogy, grounded in the imago Dei. The problem with horror for Harrower is 
that it is fundamentally opposed to God’s good design for humanity as his 
image bearers. This understanding of the problem is essential for orienting 
the discussion.

Harrower’s chapters 9-11 describe what would be necessary to recover 
from trauma, but in his definition in chapter three Harrower argues that 
one cannot “fully recover psychologically and relationally from [horrors] 
before death.” A helpful clarification to his work would be a definition of full 
recovery or an example of what it would look like. This would help readers 
understand the connection between his definition and his arguments for 
recovery in the last chapters. 

Overall Harrower has produced an incredibly helpful and important 
work in the theological study of trauma and horror. God of All Comfort 
defines horror theologically, addresses the questions it raises, and presents 
a Trinitarian response to the problem. Anyone who seeks to engage in the 
horror/trauma discussion academically or interact with trauma survivors 
therapeutically should read this book.

Jerrica Baxter, ThM Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

Against the Darkness: The Doctrine of Angels, Satan, and Demons. By Graham 
A. Cole. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2019, 272 pp., $40.00. 

Dean and professor of biblical and systematic theology at Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School, Graham A. Cole, made an important observation after perusing 
many comprehensive works in systematic theology. He noted how many syste-
maticians overlooked one particular realm of existence within the created order. 
Intentional or not, Cole noticed how many systematicians have neglected to 
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devote sufficient attention to “the excluded middle” (p. 21), the realm of angels 
and demons. He was left puzzled in reading theologian Hendrikus Berkhof 
announce that Scripture presents no outline for a work on angelology (p. 227). 
Seeking to correct this functional imbalance within Western Christianity and 
to leave Berkhof disappointed, Cole organizes God’s revelation concerning 
these spiritual beings in his latest work, Against the Darkness. 

Cole parallels C. S. Lewis’s two concerns for the study of angelology: 
excessive interest or excessive disinterest (p. 28). For some Christians, the 
study of angels and demons becomes an all-encompassing quest in which 
every wind and sin is mapped onto an artificially constructed diagram of the 
spiritual forces at large. Other Christians, while confessing the existence of 
spiritual forces, function as de facto naturalists, hesitant to acknowledge the 
existence of spiritual forces and powers at all. 

Cole avoids these two extremes through modeling an exemplary approach 
to evangelical theological methodology. First, Cole pays careful attention to 
the role of description in constructing doctrine. All theological construction 
relies upon knowing what we see rather than seeing what we know (p. 21). 
This principle is vital for angelology since Scripture never fully addresses 
the many questions systematicians raise concerning the nature and works 
of spirits. Second, Cole displays an appropriate level of theological humility 
when addressing this topic. He reminds readers that Scripture is not addressed 
to the angelic realm but humanity. Cole references Millard Erickson’s obser-
vation that biblical references to angels are incidental to other topics. Thus, 
Cole reminds Christians that the task of theology positions the theologian 
on the ground looking up into matters partially revealed. Many times, Cole 
cautions the reader to avoid drifting into speculation over knowledge which 
is unnecessary—albeit fascinating—for life and godliness. 

Cole spends most of this work filling this “excluded middle.” After a brief 
introduction devoted to methodology, Cole spends chapters two through 
five organizing divine revelation concerning the nature and works of different 
types of angels and demons, including Satan. These sections aid Christians 
through enriching their worldview to spiritual realities (p. 47), awakening 
Christians from a functional materialism, and through arming Christians 
with truth to engage in spiritual warfare. 

In chapter six, Cole presents Jesus, Christus Victor, the Conqueror of king-
doms, the Strong Man. Cole explores various historical views concerning 
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Christ’s victory over Satan and places the crucifixion and resurrection within 
its proper spiritual and redemptive context. In this chapter, Cole reminds 
readers of the differentiation between espoused and operational theology. 
While many Christians may confess belief in spirits, demons, and Satan, 
they may praise Christ’s victory over the kingdom of darkness, how many 
Christians truly operate as if there are actual oppressive spiritual forces in 
this world which ravage the image of God and Christ’s elect? Succinctly 
summarizing the importance of this doctrine, Cole writes, “A prayer life 
that exhibits no sense of the awareness of evil is in a cocoon removed from 
the anguish in the world and the Christ who wept over Jerusalem (Luke 
19:41) and for his dead friend Lazarus ( John 11:35)” (p. 159). At many 
points, Cole looks to a Christian’s prayer life as a litmus test to one’s opera-
tional theology concerning spiritual forces. He asks Christians to consider 
how many of their prayers include requests to God to bind and hinder the 
operations of the Evil One.

As maybe the most fascinating section of this work, chapter seven includes 
a systematic presentation of contemporary models for spiritual warfare. He 
surveys various models across the ecumenical spectrum, including leaders 
such as Walter Wink (The Domination System Model), David Powlison 
(The Classical Model), Gregory A. Boyd (The Ground-Level Deliverance 
Model), C. Peter Wagner and Rebecca Greenwood (The Strategic-Level 
Deliverance Model), and Peter Bolt and Donald West (A Protestant Pastoral 
Model). Cole provides this section as unique contribution of this section 
to scholarship since most models of spiritual warfare tend to operate and 
converse without reference to other systems. As a subsection of practical 
theology, many church leaders present their system of spiritual warfare as 
the system, without reference to other possible options. For example, Iain 
M. Duguid’s recent work The Whole Armor of God: How Christ’s Victory 
Strengthens Us for Spiritual Warfare presents a simple exegesis of Ephesians 
6:10-20 without reference to any formal systems for spiritual warfare (Iain 
Duguid, The Whole Armor of God [Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2019]). Since 
many Christians construct personal systems for spiritual warfare by drawing 
from various models, formal awareness to the existence of other systems will 
help the Church mature in reflections on spiritual warfare. One wonders why 
Neil T. Anderson, best-selling author of The Bondage Breaker and Victory Over 
the Darkness, was not included in this section on spiritual warfare. 
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Graham Cole serves the Church in raising awareness to this “excluded 
middle.” If God calls Christians to steward God’s revelation, every detail and 
portion matters, including God’s revelation of angels and demons. When 
Christians operate with a deficient operational theology, they experience an 
underlying awareness that something is missing (p. 28). Cole reintroduces 
the reader to spiritual companions, angels who marvel at God’s redemptive 
works on behalf of humanity, who anticipate the destruction of Satan and 
his minions, and who will share eternity with divine image-bearers declaring 
the praises of God, the Father, and Jesus, Christus Victor. 

Jared S. Poulton, PhD candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Ark of Safety: Is There Salvation Outside of the Church? Explorations in 
Reformed Confessional Theology. By Ryan M. McGraw. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Reformation Heritage Books, 2018, xii + 113 pp., $10.00 paper.

Ryan M. McGraw, the author of the book, is Professor of Systematic The-
ology at Greenville Presbyterian Theological Seminary. While unveiling a 
discrepancy between modern professing believers and their church atten-
dances, McGraw undertakes a discussion about the salvation of believers in 
relation to the church which is visible and invisible. He takes as the central 
subject the last phrase of the Westminster Confession of Faith (hereafter as 
WCF) (25.2), “out of [the visible Church] there is no ordinary possibility 
of salvation.” Ultimately, he aims to contend that “the visible church is ordi-
narily necessary for salvation because Christ is necessary for salvation and 
Christ chose to call His people to Himself through the [visible] church” (5).

McGraw clarifies the meaning of the phrase of WCF 25.2 above in the 
brief survey of the sixteenth-century-Reformed concept of the church. 
According to his appraisal, Reformers saw in the one church two distinct 
aspects as visible and invisible in terms of soteriological necessity. They 
were not unanimous about the extent to which the visible church was nec-
essary for salvation while they were unambiguous to argue that the invisible 
church was absolutely necessary for salvation. Thus, the expression, “out of 
the visible church there is no ordinary possibility of salvation,” indicates 
that membership in the visible church cannot necessarily warrant salvation 
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while membership in the invisible church is “necessary for salvation without 
exception” (27).

McGraw argues that the expression of WCF 25.2 is biblically warranted. 
For him, the visible church throughout Scripture is the covenant group 
entered by the circumcision in the Old Testament era as the sign of the 
Abrahamic covenant (Gen 17:11; Rom 4:11) and the baptism that replaced 
the circumcision in the New Testament era as the sign of the credible faith in 
Christ (Col 2:11-12). The invisible church in Scripture is then a distinctive 
group of the people of God within the visible church (50, 65, 77, 88, 92), 
i.e., those elected by God to be saved through the genuine faith in Christ 
by the regeneration of the Holy Spirit (Tit 3:5; See 80). The visible church 
is the mixed group of the elect of God, on the one hand, and hypocrites or 
false members who are unregenerate, uncircumcised in heart, ending up 
with being apostates like Judas Iscariot, Simon the sorcerer (Acts 8:13-23), 
and Demas (2 Tim 4:10), on the other hand. Accordingly, McGraw con-
tends that the visible church is ordinarily necessary for salvation in that it 
is the necessary “means of calling [God’s] elect to salvation through faith in 
Christ,” (82), the saving faith effected by the regeneration of the Holy Spirit 
in the preaching ministry of God’s word. Nevertheless, the visible church is 
practically necessary for salvation in terms of two aspects. First, the visible 
church is the locus where the ministry of the word is administered through 
which sinners are saved. Second, the visible church is the locus that prompts 
reciprocal growth of Christians into perfection in fulfillment of their duties. 

Overall, we can be sympathetic with McGraw’s witness to the illustrations 
of apostasies “on every side” (94) around him. We must admit, not only 
from his experiences, but also from ours, that not all members in the visible 
church are genuine believers in Christ. As McGraw rightly said, membership 
in the visible church cannot necessarily secure salvation, but membership in 
the invisible church can, because such a membership, or the incorporation 
into the catholic body of Christ, is of God’s unconditional election of his 
people before the creation of the whole universe to be saved by faith in Christ 
through the appropriation of the proclaimed gospel and by the renewing 
operation of the Holy Spirit. McGraw rightly affirmed that “membership in 
the church invisible is ultimately necessary for salvation” (94).

Nevertheless, McGraw’s treatment of the biblical section fosters theo-
logical controversies. First, the theology in dispute concerns the relation 
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between circumcision and baptism. McGraw maintains the equivalence 
between circumcision and baptism as the sign of the entrance to the visible 
church. In this regard, he necessitates the paedobaptism—which he pre-
fers to call “household baptism” (80)—in anticipation of the conversion 
of those baptized while he dismisses that the ordinance of baptism with 
water in numerous occasions in Acts was administered exclusively to those 
who was converted through faith and repentance. Baptism presupposes the 
genuine confession of faith in Christ which circumcision did not demand 
in relation to the LORD God. Second, McGraw does not concern so much 
the ontology of the visible church, as its instrumentality. He refers to the 
visible church as the necessary means of God’s calling the elect to salvation 
through faith in Christ (77, 82, 86). Such an expression ignores the New 
Testament portrayal about the church that the visible church was already 
the corporate gathering of regenerate believers in Christ who were called 
out from the world in the divine economy of God’s election though it was 
the mixed body with false members. In other words, God did not call his 
elect from the gathering of the visible church into the invisible church. He 
rather called his elect through the proclamation of the gospel into the visible 
church which is also invisible. Members in the visible and invisible church 
confess their saving faith in Christ “by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 12:2) who 
regenerates them. Therefore, McGraw’s dualistic-nuanced perspective on the 
church as visible and invisible jeopardizes the assurance of salvation that is 
already, though not yet fully, experienced in the visible church.

Jeong-hyeon Choe, PhD candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary










