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  I. Religion, Modernism, and Postmodernism


A. The Modernist (Enlightenment) Challenge to Religion



1. critique of religion: irrational, useless, and harmful to human flourishing


2. faith in science, technology, and economics to optimize human life

B. Modernism Undermined Itself


1. intellectual: science cannot answer the big questions or justify its privileged status


2. practical: depressions, world wars, genocide, atomic war, ecological destruction

C. Postmodernism


1. rejection of universal truth-claims by religions and secular worldviews


2. openness to various worldviews or "meta-narratives," both religious and secular


3. hopeful and pessimistic agnosticism about a future Great Society



4. lifestyle: individualist, self-determining, hedonist, pragmatist, and consumerist


5. "can't we all just get along?"  desire for a global community that includes differences



6. problem: common truths, values, rules, and practices are necessary for diverse society, but we can't agree on them and/or don't adhere to them; the desired global village seems impossible

D. Postmodern Spirituality



1. spirituality vs. religion: desire for openness and authentic experience, relevance, and community vs. fixed traditional belief systems, institutions, rituals, and lifestyles



2. eclectic and personalized, even appropriation of traditional religions


3. diversity of beliefs, spiritual practices, worship styles, lifestyles, and views of salvation



4. diversity of social forms, from individual to small group to mega-church


5. lifestyle is guided by values (love, justice, wellbeing) rather than specific rules

 II. Spirituality, Religion, and Human Nature: A Philosophical Analysis

A. All humans have basic existential needs and ask basic existential questions


B. All humans live by faith-based worldviews, more or less articulated: beliefs about human life in relation to the world and perhaps the supernatural or divine, and about how to live to maximize the good life, to minimize suffering and evil, to die well, and perhaps to attain a good afterlife


1. traditional religions



2. secular worldviews



3. personal worldviews



4. ongoing search: active seeking, agnosticism, avoidance, etc.


C. Existential Ground is the basic or ultimate being, power, or dynamic that a person trusts to sustain and improve human life; cf. Tillich's idea of Ultimate Concern; Ultimate Concerns are possible

D. Spirituality or religion is intentional cultivation of one’s life in terms of the worldview based on this Ground.   (Many people do not or do not consistently engage in spirituality or religion.)


1. Faith: basic objectively unverifiable trust


2. Worship: deep appreciation for the Ground and its benefits


3. “Revelation”: privileged source of experience or knowledge about the Ground



4. Doctrinal and moral truths and standards



5. Views of the good life, what is wrong, and what can improve it (sin and salvation)



6. Required practices and lifestyle



7. Association with fellow believers

III. Kinds of Worldviews: a Catalogue

A. Supernaturalism



1. Theism: God is personal, sustains and interacts (supernaturally) within the world


2. Deism, theistic naturalism: God sustains the world but does not interact supernaturally



3. Pantheism, spiritual monism: everything manifests a divine spirit, mind, consciousness



4. Henotheism: a basic God ruling subordinate gods and spirits who influence the world




5. Animism, paganism; the universe is animated by a primal Life-Spirit and/or spirits


B. Naturalism: Nature, the Universe is ultimate. Varieties: Pantheism, romanticism, and scientific naturalism


C. Humanism: anthropocentrism.  Ultimate trust in human abilities and achievements: philosophy, science and technology, political ideology, economic power, globalism, art, pleasure, one’s own experience and judgment, altered or paranormal consciousness, etc.


D. Pluralist (polytheism): reliance on more than one ground to sustain and optimize life; varieties of traditional supernatural and secular polytheism; individually constructed polytheisms
 IV. Religious Pluralism, Truth, and Salvation (Optimal outcome): Possible Positions

A. Pluralism: all religions are partially true and salvific approaches to ultimate Reality


B. Inclusivism: one religion is true but others are partially true and access salvation


C. Exclusivism: only one religion is true and the way of salvation
  V. General Christian Response to Postmodern Spirituality

A. Many good principles, values, and practices in postmodern spirituality

B. Problem with axiomatic pluralism or relativism about Ultimate Truth and Reality

C. Biggest Problem: postmodern spirituality, like all human religions, is a human construction, self-determining and self-reliant.  But we humans cannot discover the ultimate truth or save ourselves.  God must come to us and has done so in creation, ancient history, Jesus Christ, and Holy Scripture.  Christianity is not just a human religion or kind of spirituality.  It is people trusting, loving, and living with God through Jesus Christ and God’s Spirit.  Those people are the church.  It has a living history, for better and for worse.

D. Biblical Christianity affirms basic biblical truths about God, salvation, and right living as universally human.  But it is adaptive enough to fit all personality types and take shape in all cultures and societies, thus sharing the postmodern desire for a truly diverse global community.
