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To my parents,
who encouraged my curiosity as a child
and have graciously endured the consequences ever since
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So many things can be changed, being fragile as they are.
—MICHEL FOUCAULT




ONE

The Bible, Biology, and Boundaries

I LEARNED A FEW THINGS growing up as an evangelical Christian: that abortion is murder; homosexuality, sin; evolution, nonsense; and environmentalism, a farce. I learned to accept these ideas—the “big four”—as part of the package deal of Christianity. In some circles, I learned that my eternal salvation hinged on it. Those who denied them were outsiders, liberals, and legitimate targets for evangelism. If they didn’t change their minds after being “witnessed to,” they became legitimate targets for hell.

In this book, I explore these ideas, the “big four,” from the perspective of one racked with ambivalence toward the evangelical community. Racked with ambivalence, I say, because I am emotionally attached to the evangelical culture. I grew up in it; all of my family and most of my childhood friends are from it; and I have many fond memories of singing songs at Bible camp, playing drums in my church’s praise band, and reciting Bible verses in Sunday school. But I am intellectually turned off by much of the evangelical culture. Its homogeneity, politicization, naive views of biblical interpretation, embrace of pseudoscience—they all serve to turn me away. I also explore the “big four” ideas as a seminary graduate and, now, aspiring medical scientist, and one whose theological and scientific training results in a rejection of standard evangelical thought on the big four issues. This background is especially appropriate because all four topics involve the Bible and biology: Life begins at conception and terminating it before birth is murder. Homosexuality is an abomination and gays don’t have to be gay. Intelligent design is the best synthesis of biochemistry with belief in God. Global warming is a myth and the earth will be destroyed when Jesus comes back anyway.

When the Bible and biology are mixed in this way, the products are boundaries. The preceding stances on each issue, in the eyes of many, define the perimeter of the evangelical community. Like walls surrounding a city, the issues serve to distinguish evangelical insiders from nonevangelical outsiders. If you don’t think life begins at conception, or you believe gay marriage is OK, chances are many evangelicals won’t see you as a fellow Christian. When Richard Cizik, head of the National Organization of Evangelicals, declared in 2007 he believes in human-made global warming, going counter to the views of many evangelicals, who have long insisted that global warming is a hoax, evangelical leaders demanded he resign. During the 2008 Saddleback Forum, when Barack Obama told Rick Warren he’s not quite sure when life begins, his response was immediately distributed to evangelicals as proof that McCain (who told Warren that life begins at the moment of conception) was the evangelicals’ candidate. When the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America voted to support gay marriage in 2009, and a tornado occurred on the same day, a leading evangelical pastor declared that God sent the tornado to punish the church. Evangelicals continue to rally around intelligent design and evince grave suspicion toward evolutionary theory. When evangelical pastor Greg Boyd wrote a book arguing that evangelicals needn’t be Republicans in 2007, he lost 20 percent of his five-thousand-person congregation. The problem is not so much that evangelicals are generally Republican as that valid perspectives are squelched, while perspectives that are substantially weaker (as I will argue) are held up as defining “orthodoxy” for evangelicals.

For me, the function of these beliefs as litmus tests for Christian faith is not just an observation of the culture from afar. It is profoundly personal. I recall several stories, whispered in hushed, solemn tones after church, about the latest members who had “wandered from the faith.” This often referred to supporting a pro-choice politician or accepting the theory of evolution. Assenting to the big four, on the other hand, was taken as evidence of moving into the faith, crossing from worldly to Christian and entering the kingdom community. A church friend once commented, “God’s been working in my neighbor’s heart lately.” How did my friend know? Over the years the neighbor had gradually switched from supporting gay rights to opposing them.

Evangelicalism is not monolithic, nor is it stagnant. Not all evangelicals hold the “big four” views, and many evangelicals who do don’t hold such views obnoxiously or uncritically. Although 78 percent of voting white evangelicals supported George W. Bush in 2004, and 74 percent supported John McCain in 2008, there is a growing politically liberal subgroup in the culture. Proenvironmentalism sentiment is increasingly common in the evangelical culture, but evangelicals are still one of the least likely groups in America—according to some polls, the least likely—to support the environmental movement. Though evolution-believing evangelicals such as Francis Collins—current director of the National Institutes of Health—have received support by evangelicals in some quarters, most of the culture prefers intelligent design or creation science. Rick Warren has attempted to broaden the evangelical political agenda to include issues like poverty and AIDS, but he also compares abortion to the Holocaust, and committed gay relationships to child abuse and incest. The culture may be changing—and certainly is more diverse than common stereotypes suggest—but it is still defined in ways large and small by the four issues discussed in this book.

This is a book about the Bible, biology, and boundaries. It is my personal look at four hot-button issues involving science and scripture that have assumed a central importance in defining the evangelical community. And since evangelicals constitute roughly 35 percent of Americans—and have a tremendous impact on politics—this book is about four issues that have assumed a central importance in America. Over the course of my journey through an evangelical college, a mainline seminary, and a medical school, I have concluded that evangelical thought on these topics is in need of serious critique and rethinking. But before I get to that, allow me to introduce myself and my reasons for writing this book.

I spent the first twenty years of my life in Grand Rapids, Michigan, a capital of modern evangelical Christendom. In addition to its five Christian colleges (Calvin, Cornerstone, Kuyper, Grace Bible, Aquinas), two internationally broadcast Christian radio stations, and five megachurches (including Calvary, Ada Bible, and Mars Hill Bible), Grand Rapids is also home to three of the biggest evangelical publishing companies in the world (Zondervan, Eerdmans, and Baker).

My family was similarly saturated with evangelicalism. For most of my childhood, my family attended the First Evangelical Covenant Church, where much of my time was spent memorizing Bible verses. “Hiding God’s word in your heart,” as it’s called, is quite important in the evangelical community. And hide God’s word I did—roughly two thousand verses’ worth if my calculations are accurate. At the end of each year, I would recite the entire year’s verses from memory for a gift certificate from my church to a local Christian bookstore. My dad wrote the Bible-memory curriculum for the church, and my mom directed the church choir and orchestra. She also conducted the choir for Children’s Bible Hour, America’s oldest Christian radio program for children.

Both of my parents, two of my grandparents, and half of my aunts and uncles attended Moody Bible Institute, a flagship fundamentalist Bible school in Chicago started by the revivalist Dwight L. Moody. In addition to requiring faculty to sign off on standard evangelical beliefs—that the Bible is inspired by God, that Jesus is divine, that one must ask Jesus into one’s heart and be “born again” to attain salvation, that Christians must evangelize, that the Bible is the ultimate authority for Christians—Moody Bible Institute also requires all faculty members to reject the theory of evolution, to believe the Bible does not contain any errors about history or science, and to believe that Jesus will return at any minute to take the faithful out of this world. D. L. Moody was famous for his dismal view of society: “I look upon this world as a wrecked vessel. God has given me a lifeboat and said, ‘Moody, save all you can.’ ”

My family regularly listened to James Dobson of Focus on the Family on the radio and received fund-raising letters from similar ministries. Both sources played a significant role in shaping our perceptions both of what the Bible says about particular issues and of the world outside our relatively homogeneous community. According to Dobson, the Bible was quite clear on whom we should vote for and what we should believe about everything ranging from foreign policy to abortion to taxes. But the outside world portrayed in his broadcasts was a scary place, populated by liberals, practicing homosexuals, and other disreputable groups—who wanted nothing more than to destroy the family, America, and Western civilization as we know it.

I have to admit from the start that, for most of my childhood, I was anything but a model Christian. As a child, I was plagued by doubts about Christianity. It all started with a children’s song, from which I learned how to be saved: “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead—you will be saved!” The requirement for salvation set forth in the song was one I could never seem to meet. My eternal salvation hinged on whether or not I believed that Jesus died for my sins and was raised from the dead—whether or not, in other words, I had enough confidence that a rather improbable event occurred in ancient history. Thus, every night before bed, I would inform God in prayer that I was 100 percent sure Jesus died and was raised from the dead, and quite grateful for it as well (I made sure to conceal my doubts, thinking that if I didn’t let on, God would never know). In reality, however, I was not sure that Jesus was raised from the dead, any more than I was sure about any other contested aspect of ancient history. Racked with guilt, and always fretting over my eternal destiny, I recall asking Jesus into my heart several dozen times throughout childhood—just to be safe.

Things didn’t get much better in high school. My family switched churches during my time in high school (mainly because my sisters and I wanted to attend a popular megachurch with our school friends), and my mom resigned from her job as choir director to come with us. But as luck would have it, shortly after we arrived at our new church, the director of music resigned. My mom applied for the position, along with one other person. It should have been no contest. My mom had more than twenty years of experience directing church music, had obtained bachelor’s and master’s degrees, and was highly recommended by both her former choir and various choir members at our new church. The other applicant had little experience, did not have a master’s degree, and was largely unknown to the choir. But the other applicant had one small asset that my mom lacked: a penis.

Although the church’s theological position did not prevent it from hiring a woman for the role of choir director, some of the elders (all men) felt uncomfortable with such a change and pulled some strings behind the scenes to ensure that the male candidate was hired (as a member of the board later confessed). And although several friends in law told us it was a clear-cut case of gender discrimination that invited a lawsuit, my parents did not want to tarnish the church’s reputation. The older male in charge of hiring called my mom into his office to offer a bizarre, tearful apology, then sent her off “in the name of the Lord” to keep quiet about what had happened.

That soured me quite a bit on evangelical Christianity and also taught me that the Lord’s name can be used to support just about anything—sexism, bigotry, anti-intellectualism, you name it. (Although unqualified for the job of choir director at our local church, my mom went on to graduate summa cum laude from a doctoral program in choral conducting and now directs a choir and teaches music at a university.)

Although I kept going to the church, things went downhill throughout high school. The church youth group would frequently host speakers I could relate to, people like me, who could never seem to get the Christian thing right: shooting heroin, having unprotected sex with everyone in sight, and generally making the worst possible decision in every situation. But at the end of each story—each of which utterly captivated me—while lying in a jail cell or a pool of vomit or standing on the edge of a bridge getting ready to jump, it would happen. The narrator would give his life to Jesus and enter a personal relationship with God. These former drug users, school dropouts, and sex addicts were the heroes of our culture, the main speakers at our most important events. Having this route to spiritual satisfaction inscribed in my subconscious, and very much wanting to achieve herohood among my peers, I set out in high school to destroy my life as utterly and comprehensively as possible.

Fortunately, I didn’t succeed. I did smoke marijuana a few times, watched R-rated movies with friends, and during a moment of utter abandon, used the “F-word” in front of my dad, but for some reason, perhaps because I was so thoroughly shaped by evangelical morality, I couldn’t bring myself to enact more damage upon my life. I resigned myself to face the fact that my testimony would never be as cool as those of the youth group speakers—if I ever had one, that is.

But as it turns out, I would have a testimony. It all started my senior year of high school, when I worked out a deal with my dad to get out of going to Sunday school. Rather than suffering through the well-meaning but painful antics of a middle-aged youth pastor (“PRAISE THE NAME OF JESUS!!!!!!” he would yell several times throughout the service, with sweat dripping down his balding head, to which everyone would yell “YEAH!!!” or “You know it!”), I would stay at home and read books about theology and Christianity. I started off reading arguments for and against Christianity and then continued on to read about theology, Christian history, and ethics. To my surprise, there were quite a few smart people in the Christian tradition and many of their arguments were convincing. Although I wasn’t convinced that Christianity is true, I was at least convinced that it wasn’t irrational. And I think that’s about as far as you can get with arguments for a particular religious perspective anyway.

That summer I decided to go on a ten-week mission trip to Europe with my church. Mostly, I just wanted to see Europe. But in the training camp before the trip, where we memorized the Four Spiritual Laws (a tract summarizing how to be saved), practiced evangelism, and learned street theater skits to present the Gospel message, something unexpected happened. I asked Jesus into my heart for what was probably the six dozenth time, and I was born again (again). But for real this time. Many evangelicals will describe their conversion experience as follows: “I came to a realization of my sinfulness, my need for forgiveness and Jesus as Savior, and began a personal relationship with God.” Many people, including me, find such rhetoric mostly opaque. But somewhere in those words, struggling to get out, is an ineffable experience of something more, of grace, second chances, and regeneration. And all who’ve experienced it know exactly what that means. In my case, it meant I began praying every day, reading my Bible more often, attempting to cultivate the virtues I saw in scripture, and trying harder in school.

Then it was off to college—I majored in biology at Calvin College—and off to a series of intellectual experiences that eventually led to this book. Since most of my teen years were spent rebelling against my parents and their beliefs, I wasn’t as firmly wedded to “the big four” positions as many of my evangelical peers. Although I went to an evangelical college—as happens in many evangelical homes, it was either that or my parents wouldn’t pay—I nevertheless encountered strong opposition to many pop-culture evangelical beliefs. In my freshman biology class, I sat riveted as the professor explained why scientists believe in evolution (I had never learned about the subject in high school). The summer after my first year, I pored over a summer-school psychology book by an evangelical professor, who argued (shockingly, to me) that gay people don’t choose their orientation and cannot readily change. Over the course of my second year in college, I learned why scientists think there is an environmental crisis. And during my last year of college, a bioethics professor argued against popular evangelical thought on abortion. I was surprised to find out during an office visit that many other evangelical scholars shared his view, though not surprised when he said they would rather not speak up about it due to the avalanche of protests it would generate from college donors. These conclusions were reaffirmed during my seminary studies at Yale, where I also learned to appreciate mainline Christian thought, which often reaches a degree of nuance and sophistication seldom encountered in evangelicalism.

Nevertheless, my bioethics professor reinforced a conclusion I had drawn from my undergrad and seminary years: There is a significant gap between the opinions that dominate the popular evangelical culture (which is the only part of evangelicalism with political muscle) and the opinions that prevail among leading evangelical scholars. This gap has huge political consequences. If lay evangelical opinion reflected scholarly evangelical opinion—or, better yet, the outcome of serious dialogue between evangelical and mainline Christian scholars—instead of the opinions of radio broadcasters and televangelists, American politics would look very different indeed. It would be infused with more moderation, less partisanship, more willingness to compromise. Political debates would focus less on questioning established science—on whether global warming is real, for example—and more on the proper response to established science. Faith would inform both the Right and the Left.

Over the past decade, there have been numerous calls from the secular world for religion to stay out of politics. The separation of church and state, we learn, means that religious people should bracket their convictions when entering the voting booth, lobbying representatives and senators, and certainly while constructing public policies. Those who advocate religion-free politics in the face of the evangelical Right, however, rarely bemoan the influence of Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. in the civil rights movement or of progressive evangelicals today in the environmental movement. Ross Douthat, a New York Times columnist, laments this apparent inconsistency: “A Christian is allowed to … mix religion and politics in support of sweeping social reforms—but only if those reforms are safely identified with the political Left, and the interests of the Democratic party.” Perhaps the problem is not so much that faith and politics mix, but the quality of religious thought, especially evangelical thought, that is brought into the political arena.

And over the past several decades, the quality of evangelical thought has been sorely wanting. As historian Mark Noll writes in his book The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, “The scandal of the evangelical mind is that there is not much of an evangelical mind.… American evangelicals are not exemplary for their thinking, and they have not been so for several generations.” Noll elaborates:


They have nourished millions of believers in the simple verities of the gospel but have largely abandoned the universities.… Evangelicals sponsor dozens of theological seminaries, scores of colleges, hundreds of radio stations, and thousands of unbelievably diverse parachurch agencies—but not a single research university or a single periodical devoted to in-depth interaction with modern culture.… Christianity Today [the leading evangelical periodical in America], which, for a decade or so after its founding in 1956, aspired to intellectual leadership, has been transformed into a journal of news and middle-brow religious commentary in order simply to stay in business.… Evangelicals spend enormous sums on higher education, but the diffusion of resources among hundreds of colleges and seminaries means that almost none can begin to afford a research faculty, theological or otherwise.



The evangelical community, he explains, does not generally produce the books that revolutionize our thinking about the world, does not make the scientific discoveries that earn Nobel Prizes, and does not support the people who do. In fact, the evangelical culture has tended to squelch new ideas by prizing conformity and granting more weight to the opinions of popular leaders than those of scholars and intellectuals. Noll is no narrow-minded opponent of all things evangelical. He published these words during his twenty-seven-year tenure at Wheaton College (he is currently at Notre Dame), widely considered the leading evangelical college in America, and his book won the Book-of-the-Year award from Christianity Today. His sentiments are shared by many.

One manifestation of Noll’s Scandal of the Evangelical Mind is a high level of certainty among many evangelicals that their views—and theirs alone—are the correct ones. As Notre Dame sociologist Christian Smith observes in his book American Evangelicalism: “American evangelicals believe not only that an unchanging and universal Truth exists, but—more audaciously, perhaps—that they are the ones who know it.” Smith arrives at his conclusions both from a survey of evangelical history and from interviews with hundreds of evangelicals across America. “We as Christians have to understand that we have the answer,” was a frequent comment made by interviewees. After summarizing several polls, Georgetown political scientist Clyde Wilcox makes a similar observation in his book Onward Christian Soldiers?:


Although religious liberals and secularists may believe that all voices should be heard and tested in the marketplace of ideas, fundamentalists and other evangelicals believe that they already have the inerrant truth and that other ideas are simply wrong.



This mind-set extends not only to what most would consider core elements of Christian orthodoxy—the divine nature of scripture, the deity of Jesus, the existence of a triune God—which one could hardly blame those who call themselves Christians for being confident about. It also extends to policy positions, the interpretation of contested passages of the Bible, disputes over controversial aspects of science and history, philosophical theories, and a host of other such issues.

This extreme certainty among evangelicals that “we have the Truth” inspires uncompromising political activism on behalf of positions that—due to the weakness of evangelical thought for several generations—have not always been carefully thought through. And the combination of these two features—put bluntly, ignorance and arrogance—understandably irks the broader culture. Perhaps that’s why, as New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof has observed, “Christian evangelicals … constitute one of the few minorities that, on the American coasts or university campuses, it remains fashionable to mock.” The poverty of evangelical thinking, combined with “we have the Truth” political activism, is understandably off-putting to many.

How does this relate to the four issues discussed in this book? Widespread belief among evangelicals that abortion is murder from conception onward has wedded evangelicals firmly and uncritically to the Republican Party. It has also made parochial politics inevitable. Because what other issues can compare to mass murder taking place in your own country? Naive views about biblical interpretation, which hold that we can derive our political positions and theology from a simple, lens-free reading of scripture, have led evangelicals—on both the right and the left—to ignore the theology and politics that already guide their readings of scripture. This has led evangelicals to ethnocentrism, to asserting their historically contingent cultural values as “biblical truth.” In the conservative direction, this has closed off productive dialogue between evangelicals and mainline Christians on gay marriage—because if the Bible has an obvious stance on the matter, as most evangelicals believe, the other side must be intentionally denying the truth. In the liberal direction, this has led green evangelicals to ignore the role contemporary experiences and theology have played in their reinterpretation of the Bible on environmental matters. Indeed, the use of scripture by the evangelical Left is often just as politicized and tendentious as that by the evangelical Right. Finally, the widespread rejection of evolution among evangelicals has fed into a rejection of science whenever it has implications evangelicals don’t like. Because if the entire scientific community is wrong about evolution, then they’re probably not worth trusting on global warming, the science of homosexuality, stem cells, or other politically charged matters. Granted, scientists are not without biases, and Christians may have different assumptions that lead them to interpret data differently. But evangelicals will regularly reject a mainstream scientific position, not because the evidence is wanting or because Christian theology requires it, but because they don’t like its political implications.

I realized during the course of studying biology in undergrad and ethics in seminary that there are serious challenges to evangelical thought on all these issues—abortion, gay marriage, environmentalism, and evolution. What’s more, I realized they have not been aired, in large part, because those most qualified to air them fear the popular evangelical outrage that often results from airing such grievances. Many of those who are equipped to publicly counter popular evangelical thought on these topics do not do so because they are employed by evangelical churches, colleges, parachurch organizations, or seminaries and would like to keep their jobs, or at least reputations. I realized that I was in a unique position to dispute evangelical thought on these matters given my scientific training and seminary education (I focused on bioethics). I realized it was time to speak up. The thesis of the book is simple: Evangelicalism has defined itself by weakly supported boundary markers, which are justified by a flawed understanding of biblical interpretation and maintained by suppressing those who disagree. Further, this fact has significant implications for American politics.

A story is told about a pastor who was in the midst of a sermon when a breeze entered the room and blew his notes to the floor. As a congregant helped gather the papers, she saw in one of the margins: “weak point → yell like hell!” My purpose in this book is to demonstrate that the big four conclusions are weak points. And I will argue, against current evangelical tendencies, that the proper response is not “yell like hell!” Because I learned a few other things growing up as an evangelical Christian: that all truth belongs to God, that God created the natural world, that God cares about social minorities and outcasts, and that all humans are finite and prone to err. And I’d like to see those beliefs—not the big four—once again define the evangelical community.


TWO

Pro-Life Proselytizing:
Abortion, Stem Cells, and the Moment of Conception

HOW COULD ANYONE VOTE for a Democrat?”

I heard the question frequently growing up. I often asked it myself. When my Calvin College roommate told me he was thinking of voting for John Kerry in 2004, my respect for him immediately plummeted. I simply could no longer regard him as a serious Christian and felt compelled by my faith to convince him to vote for George W. Bush. No serious Christian could vote for a Democrat where I come from.

Democrats support murdering babies.

“Make no mistake about it,” one Talbot Theological Seminary professor has declared, “abortion is killing babies.… If you choose to have an abortion, you are killing your son or daughter.” And when the other candidate supports killing babies, the question of who to vote for is pretty much settled. Naturally, this seminary professor instructs those in his church to “vote for elected officials based on their pro-life stance.” Likewise, Rick Warren of Purpose Driven Life fame compares abortion to the Holocaust and calls it a nonnegotiable issue for Christians in voting decisions.

You needn’t stray far into the world of evangelicalism to discover that this is the prime reason for its union with the Republican Party—and its simultaneous exclusion of all things (and people) to the left. A regular contributor for Christianity Today responded in a 2007 column with incredulity to a small group of politically liberal evangelicals who were weary of seeing their faith so intimately linked to the Republican Party: “If you are tired
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