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  Our Augustinian Moment
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  Can it be that after two thousand years “This too shall pass” is finally being written over the Christian faith too? Is the Christian church finished and the Christian faith headed for the great museum of history, as the enemies of the faith now charge and certain trends in the West now seem to indicate?


  “Great Pan is dead,” Plutarch once wrote, describing the lament of passengers sailing along the west coast of Greece. The god of shepherds and flocks had died, and the Christian faith had triumphed over paganism. But now the church’s critics are returning the compliment. From Friedrich Nietzsche’s famous cry “God is dead” in the late nineteenth century to the strident claims of the “end of faith” from the new atheists in the early twenty-first century, we hear it announced again and again that the best days of the Christian faith are over. It too is nearing its end in the advanced modern world it has helped to create.


  Are the current defectors from the faith prescient, then, and are we who have stayed merely diehard partisans of lost causes and sinking ships? Has modernity finally done what no enemy or persecutor has ever succeeded in doing and reduced the authority of the Scriptures to a shifting weather vane and the church to babbling impotence? And if the church is in such a sorry state in the advanced modern world, is this the hour for the final triumph of atheism, or for a victorious thrust in the resurgence of Islam? Will the now-vibrant church in the Global South fall into captivity in its turn when she too faces the challenge of modernity, so that the devil’s triumph is complete?


  These questions come together with a sharp question for Christians in the global era: Can the Christian church in the advanced modern world be renewed and restored even now and be sufficiently changed to have a hope of again changing the world through the power of the gospel? Or is all such talk merely whistling in the dark—pointless, naive and irresponsible?


  Let there be no wavering in our answer. Such is the truth and power of the gospel that the church can be revived, reformed and restored to be a renewing power in the world again. There is no question that the good news of Jesus has effected powerful personal and cultural change in the past. There is no question too that it is still doing so in many parts of the world today. By God’s grace it will do so again even here in the heart of the advanced modern world where the Christian church is presently in sorry disarray.


  But of course that answer cannot just be stated baldly and left there. That would be a cheap and tinny triumphalism. The affirmative answer deserves a deeper explanation and a corresponding way of life. Any solid response must be as considered as it is confident, so that in what is genuinely a dark time for the church, our trust in God and in the gospel may be a warranted trust and not a whistling in the dark.


  “At least five times,” G. K. Chesterton wrote, “the Faith has to all appearances gone to the dogs. In each of these five cases, it was the dog that died.”1 The great Christian author’s point is true, and a witty and bracing reminder for the downhearted. Yet we must also be sure that we understand why it is true, and why we can live and work with rock solid confidence in the gospel and confidence in the possibility of a genuine Christian renaissance however dark the times. But first let us lift up our eyes to the horizon and consider the extraordinary moment in which we live, and the full challenge it represents.


  Christian Civilization?


  The great aerial combat known as the Battle of Britain proved to be one of the turning points in World War II. It began on June 18, 1940, and before and after the battle Winston Churchill, the British Prime Minister, gave two of his most famous speeches. The speech after the battle included the famous tribute to the airmen, “Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.” The speech before the battle is even more famous and is known today by its last five ringing words, “This was their finest hour.”


  But there were two sentences earlier in the speech that caused no comment at the time, but set off a lively debate after the war. What Churchill said was this: “I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilization.”2


  When the war was over, a spirited conversation took place between many of the world’s most distinguished Christian thinkers, and several of them cited Churchill’s words in the opening words of their essays and books. The conversation included the Anglo-American poet T. S. Eliot, the French philosopher Jacques Maritain, the English historian Christopher Dawson, the Swiss theologian Emil Brunner and the Scottish theologian John Baillie. Curiously, a similar debate had broken out after the terrible disaster of World War I, but that debate had been about civilization itself and most of the participants had no personal interest in the Christian faith. The earlier debate included such eminent intellectuals as Oswald Spengler, H. G. Wells, Arnold Toynbee and Clive Bell.


  After World War II, the debate was expressly Christian and the issue was Christian civilization and the making of a distinctively Christian culture. Had the victors really shown themselves to be that “Christian”? To what extent did past eras of civilizations merit the term Christian? In what sense is it right for any civilization to call itself “Christian,” or to be called “Christian” by others? And what were the prospects of restoring Christian culture and civilization in the future?


  Seventy years later, that debate and those questions gain an added urgency from the fact that the forces of barbarism are growing uglier by the day, not only externally but internally—from the rising tide of Islamic violence, the degenerating decadence of post-Christian Western secularism, and the evident impotence and disarray of the Jewish and Christian ideas and institutions that once inspired and shaped Western civilization.


  To be fair to the eminent thinkers in the original debate, they were interested in practice and not only theory, and with their historical awareness and sense of responsibility, they ranged far further afield than mere ideas. Jacques Maritain and Christopher Dawson were influential in the thinking that lay behind the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the rise of what later became the European Union, as well as the revolutionary ideas that changed the Roman Catholic Church in Vatican II. Among the practical projects spawned at that time were the Moral Re-­armament in Protestant circles, Opus Dei in Roman Catholic circles, and the Sword and Spirit in ecumenical circles. But regardless of the merits or otherwise of these initiatives, it is their debate over the core ideas of Christian civilization and culture that is so fascinating and instructive now.


  With the benefit of hindsight more than half a century later, two things in their conversation stand out across the years. On the one hand, the participants clearly felt, with an intensity that has faded, to our loss, that all civilization is essentially fragile. To live in a civilized manner is an achievement that is only a thin veneer covering the rougher grain of human nature that can be exposed with a terrible suddenness. Barbarousness always lurks at some level underneath. Call the problem “original sin,” as theologians have from the record of the Bible; call it the “crooked timber” of our humanity, as Immanuel Kant and Isaiah Berlin did; call it “dissonance in human form” as Nietzsche did; or call it “man’s smudge” on the world, as the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins did.3 But it means that all civilizations, whatever their momentary grandeur, have an ultimate flimsiness that is paper thin and cannot hold back the barbarism.


  View Washington, DC, from the heights of Capitol Hill and ponder the lessons of all its statues, symbols and sayings. The self-proclaimed “capital of the free world” shows off nothing but an assured impression of power and permanence, and certainly nothing to suggest that American power and freedom will not last ten thousand years. Even Henry Kissinger, for all his vaunted realism and historical understanding, wrote, “At the dawn of the new millennium the United States is enjoying a preeminence unrivalled by even the greatest empires of the past.”4


  Yet view Rome from the Palatine Hill, the civilization so admired by the American founders, and the lesson is starkly different. Lying there before your eyes in the “eternal city” are the vestiges of long-gone kings, the remains of a once-proud republic, the bleached stone bones of an empire that strode the world of its time like a Colossus, and even the scattered remnants of the Egyptian and Greek civilizations that preceded Rome. Little wonder that Christopher Dawson wrote in a letter after the Second World War that all the events of the past years had convinced him “what a fragile thing civilization is, and how near we are to losing the whole inheritance.”5


  On the other hand, for all the brilliance of the post-war debaters, the depth of their discussion, their hopes and the practical initiatives they spawned, it is also clear that we today are even further from restoring Christian civilization than they were then. As will become clear, this book is emphatically not an argument for “Christian civilization,” let alone Western civilization. My supreme concern is the first term rather than the second, and therefore the church rather than the civilization. But it is a point of fact that in many, if not most parts of the Western world, what was still left of the Christian foundations of the West have collapsed or are collapsing. The Christian church is on the defensive almost everywhere. The Christian faith is derided among the thought leaders of our societies, and now we are told it is being abandoned in droves—even if many of the defectors are not really atheists or even agnostic, but in limbo between the characteristic halfway houses of “believing without belonging” or still “belonging without believing.”


  Make no mistake. The troubles facing the Christian church in the West do not mean for a minute that the post-Christian forces in the West have triumphed for long. On the contrary, the West as a whole is in crisis, for the present moment has falsified the utopian Enlightenment hope that secular progressives placed in history. Could humanly directed history replace heaven as the vehicle of human progress and provide the guarantee of human desires for freedom, justice, peace and global order? The returns are now in after a century or two, and the contradictory facts are clear.


  The West has beaten back the totalitarian pretensions of both Hitler’s would-be master race in Germany and Stalin’s would-be master class in the Soviet Union. But it now stands weak and unsure of itself before its three current menaces: first, the equally totalitarian, would-be master faith of Islamism from the Middle East; second, the increasingly totalitarian philosophy and zero-sum strategies of illiberal liberalism; and third, the self-destructive cultural chaos of the West’s own chosen ideas and lifestyles that are destroying its identity and sapping its former strength.


  Neither secular progress nor secular progressives have brought the West where they once promised. Nor can they. They are merely parasites on the Jewish and Christian beliefs and ideals that made the West the West. Progressive leaders in the West can no longer describe a future that is considered progress—except in the gee-whiz terms of technology. Nor are they any longer the unrivaled leaders of the world to take the future anywhere, and those rising to rival them show scant regard for Western progressives and their ideals. And in the process of their abortive bid to replace the Jewish and Christian ideals of the West, the post-Christian liberals have often shown themselves to be highly illiberal. Drinking deep of postcolonial guilt and espousing the philosophy of “my enemy’s enemy is my friend,” they have cozied up to Islam in attempt to rout the vestiges of Judaism and the Christian faith that still stand in their way. And in the process they are fast abandoning as “illusions” Jewish and Christian ideals such as human dignity, freedom and personal responsibility that were once considered essential to liberalism and progress.


  None of these five brief paragraphs tells the whole story of the Western crisis, and the story is far from over. But it highlights how that post-war conversation now appears to have all the marks of a “sunset debate.” Just as the sun is most glorious and most colorful as it sets, so many debates have a dramatic intensity precisely because the topic in question is disappearing from view and beyond recall. And so it might seem after a cursory reading of this remarkable post-war discussion about Christian culture and civilization.


  Western cultural elites have disregarded God for more than two centuries, but for a while the effects were mostly confined to their own circles. At first, they disregarded God. Then they deliberately desecrated Western tradition and lived in ways that would have spelled disaster if they had been followed more closely. But now in the early twenty-first century, their movement from disregard to desecration to decadence is going mainstream, and the United States is only the lead society among those close to the tipping point.


  Soon, as the legalization and then normalization of polyamory, polygamy, pedophilia and incest follow the same logic as that of abortion and homosexuality, the socially destructive consequences of these trends will reverberate throughout society until the social chaos is beyond recovery. We can only pray there will be a return to God and sanity before the terrible sentence is pronounced: “God has given them over” to the consequences of their own settled choices.


  To Change the World


  Both those earlier post-war debates came back to mind recently when a similar discussion broke out in the English-speaking world, set off by such books as James Davison Hunter’s To Change the World and Andy Crouch’s Culture Making. Can Christians really change the world? Are they doing so today?


  On one side were the optimists, some serious, some almost blithe. For a generation now, countless Christian leaders and writers had liberally sprinkled their speeches, sermons and books with phrases such as “making a difference,” “leaving a legacy,” “transforming culture” and “changing the world.” (One Christian university in the United States proudly trumpets the slogan, “Where world change begins,” and a recent term of address in some Christian audiences has been “My fellow world-changers!”) But for every thousand who have used the phrases as self-evident, there have been few who asked whether such change was actually happening, and why and how they believed that it could.


  On the other side were the sober, if not the sour, realists. They rubbed in the fact that, for all the talk, the highly touted “world change” was simply not happening. Some even argued that it could not happen, considering the way the speakers were pursuing the notion. Unless Christians learned to have a better grasp of how ideas influence culture, all the well-intentioned talk of Christian ideas, a Christian mind and “thinking Christianly” would produce nothing but hot air and disillusionment.


  My own position is strongly on the side of the former, though with a stiff dose of the realistic understanding of the latter. As St. Paul tartly reminded the Christians in the great cosmopolitan city of Corinth, the good news of Jesus does not come in words only, but in power. It has a proven record of being the greatest people-changing and world-changing force in history. “The thought of Christianity was to want to change everything,” wrote Søren Kierkegaard. “Twelve men united on being Christians have recreated the face of the world.”6 Indeed, that transforming power is at the heart of the genius of the West, and a direct gift of the gospel with its emphasis on life change. In Christopher Dawson’s words, “Western civilization has been the great ferment of change in the world, because the changing of the world became an integral part of its cultural ideal.”7


  But that transforming power is precisely what must be understood all over again, re-experienced and demonstrated once more in our time. The dynamism of the gospel and its relationship to culture must be understood and lived out on its own terms, whatever the challenges today. If the critics and the cynics are to be proved wrong, God’s work must always be done in God’s way to see results that are worthy of God’s reality and greatness. The present moment is urgent, and there is little time to lose.


  When the World As We Have Known It Has Gone


  Like ants on the vast floor of the Grand Canyon, none of us can see far enough and high enough to truly know where we are in the surging course of history. Only God knows. My own best assessment is that we are in a time of momentous transition, for we are living in the twilight of five hundred years of Western dominance of the world. From the rise of the intrepid Portuguese explorers who first circumnavigated the world, through the Spanish, French, Dutch and British empires, right down to the “American century” and unacknowledged American empire, the West has recently been the strongest civilization in the world of its time, and for better or worse has imposed its will on much of the rest of the world.


  To be sure, the West is still powerful and the United States is still the world’s lead society, and it is Western ideas and forces, such as capitalism, science and technology, which are now shaping the globalization of the entire world. But five hundred years is a mere blink of an eye, and those powerful forces are now running on their own, with no Western moral thinking to guide them. For at this juncture, the West has cut itself off from its own Jewish and Christian roots—the faith, the ideas, the ethics and the way of life that made it the West. It now stands deeply divided, uncertain of its post-Christian identity, and with its dominance waning in the global era.


  With the newly awakened ancient powers of China and India on the rise, the Middle East in convulsions, and the long-­slumbering continent of Africa stirring with new promise, the days of unquestioned Western dominance are numbered. In a universe billions of years old, and compared with civilizations that lasted for thousands of years, five hundred years of dominance is a small achievement anyway. But even on our smaller human scale, we can recognize the old age that is dying, but not the new one that is being born.


  We are at a truly Augustinian moment, for St. Augustine died in north Africa with the Vandals at the gates, and he had lived through the sack of Rome by the Visigoths in A.D. 410, the date that is the most celebrated milestone in the decline and fall of Rome’s Western empire after eight hundred years of Roman dominance. As St. Jerome wrote famously, if melodramatically, “The light of the world was put out and the head of the Empire was cut off.”8 Surely, it was widely felt, the end of all things was at hand.


  Augustine’s privilege and his challenge was to trust God and live faithfully at such a time of turmoil, breakdown and distress, and to articulate a vision of the kingdom of God that could form a pathway to cross the dark ages between the collapse of Rome in the West and the centuries-later rise of Christendom.


  Thus in many ways St. Augustine throws more light on our age than Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud and all our noisy new atheists combined. In Dawson’s estimate, “Augustine was no mere spectator of the crisis. He was, to a far greater degree than any emperor or general or barbarian warlord, a maker of history and builder of the bridge which was to lead from the old world to the new.”9


  Or again we might say that we are at a Daniel-like moment, for Daniel and his three friends faced a challenge unlike that of most of the Jews before them. The world as the Jews had known it for hundreds of years from Joshua onward had gone. Not since the captivity in Egypt had Jews been strangers in a strange land as they found themselves when defeated and deported as exiles to Babylon in the sixth century B.C.


  Yet for Daniel and his friends, there was to be no nostalgic sighing, and they did not join their fellow Jews who were famously reluctant to sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land. Their task was to be faithful to God at the highest levels of the greatest empire of their day, when exile and the destruction of their homeland had torn them savagely from the world that they had known. That old world had gone, so Daniel was in Babylon and not Jerusalem, his rulers were pagan and not Jewish, his frame of thinking was the course of history and not just God’s covenant with Israel, and his source of God’s disclosure were dreams, visions and symbols and not just the plain authority of “Thus says the Lord.”


  What does our moment of transition to a post-Christian West mean for us? In the fullest sense, only God knows. In terms of the past, we can see that the world that our parents and grandparents knew has gone forever—in terms of both the dominance of the West and the unrivaled status of the Christian faith in the West. For some parts of that changed situation, we can only say good riddance because of the manifest sins of the West; and for the better parts that are no more, it is idle merely to lament. It is certainly sad to face the reasons why we have become post-Christian in the West, but at the same time it is encouraging to see that we are also in a post-Western Christian church, a worldwide church that is now global and growing, and can no longer be identified simply with the West. After half a millennium of dominance, the West is being eclipsed in the global era, the United States as the lead society in the West stands on the verge of relative if not absolute decline, and much of the Christian Church in both Europe and North America is in a sorry state of weakness, confusion, unfaithfulness and cultural captivity.


  It is true that much of the drift and defections from the Western churches is a welcome and much-needed paring away of wood that has long gone rotten. When, for example, Unitarian voices are trumpeting the fact that many of the so-called religious “nones” should now identify with them, that says little except that we live in an age of doubt, disillusion and disaffiliation, which naturally prizes what has been described as “the faith that you go to when you don’t know where to go to.”


  But what of the future? If it is true that an old age is dying and the new age is as yet unborn, are any of its features clear? Lenin used to say that a situation like this carries a “revolutionary condition.” The older generation and its ways have lost their authority and are no longer able to rule, and many in the younger generation are no longer willing to be ruled as before. But that still says nothing about the contours of the future. Lenin’s analysis was deliberately self-serving, and he and his fellow communists have proved as wrong in their prophecies as they were disastrous in their policies. But their follies illustrate the deeper danger of a moment like ours. As Daniel was warned centuries ago, such times breed self-appointed hotheads who attempt to fulfill self-generated visions, but only succeed in falling on their faces and dishonoring the cause of God and truth. Let us not make that mistake again. Faithfulness and orthodoxy need never be frantic. Christian extremism is little better than secularist or Muslim extremism.


  It Is Heaven That Rules


  The only firm statement I would offer is that three factors will be among those that shape the world to come. The first is obvious, almost banal. The world to come will be shaped by the fact that it is truly global, as the many global trends and challenges converge and interact as never before. No serious Christian can ignore the realities and challenges of globalization.


  The second factor is less obvious. The world to come will be shaped by whether the worldwide Christian church recovers its integrity and effectiveness and demonstrates a faith that can escape cultural captivity and prevail under the conditions of advanced modernity—or does not. After all, religion will always be decisive in culture, just as culture is in politics, and as the most numerous and diverse faith on earth, the Christian faith is bound to be influential in the future one way or the other—either through its faithfulness or its failure.


  Let me clear about what I mean by “advanced modernity,” as this term is not self-evident today when many people speak of “postmodernity” and some of “late modernity.” Those who think only within a framework of philosophy and ideas would say that we are in a “postmodern” world, in the sense that the ideas of postmodernism have largely supplanted those of modernism.


  That is clearly an accurate way of speaking if we confine ourselves to that narrow framework of ideas. But the term is less helpful if we enlarge our framework of thinking, as we must, and go beyond ideas to encompass the entire spirit, systems and structures of modernity, viewed as the child of the forces of the industrial revolution and globalization. From that perspective, it makes no sense to speak of “postmodernity,” for short of some unimaginable catastrophe, we cannot conceive of a world beyond modernity understood in that broader way.


  Similarly, I prefer the term “advanced modernity” to “late modernity” because the latter suggests a precision we do not have. Even with the very highest of our hawk’s eye, human views, we simply do not know where we are in the unseen timetable of modernity.


  The third factor is the unknown but all-decisive one. God is sovereign over the course of history and the rise and fall of powers. As the book of Daniel reminds us again and again, “It is Heaven that rules.”10 God is the ultimate source of all power. All human power is therefore derived, limited, unstable and transient. There is always an “after you” that marks the terminus of every great power and the transition to the next. That is true not only of Nebuchadnezzar and Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome, but of every modern empire, superpower and great power too—the United States included. God gives power and God takes away power, especially from the arrogant. We have nothing that we did not receive, and even over the highest, strongest and most enduring that we humans ever achieve, the ancient wisdom still holds true: “This too shall pass.”


  The future, then, will not finally be a matter of superpower agendas, scientific discoveries, technological advances, environmental disasters, Black Swan crises that are unforeseen and unforeseeable, or even the ongoing march of human folly. The final factor in the future is unknown but sure: It lies in God’s good, strong hands.


  New Christian Renaissance


  There is no shortage of analyses of the twin crises of the church and the West, but by themselves such analyses have too often led to despondency, fear and paralysis, just as medical diagnoses without remedies can be heartless and debilitating. What we also need is a constructive overarching vision of Christian engagement in today’s advanced modern world, one that is shaped by faith in God and a Christian perspective rather than by current wisdom, and one that can inspire Christians to move out with courage to confront the best and worst that we may encounter.


  Only God knows the outcome of the present state of affairs. He alone knows whether we are moving toward some bright new dawn of global affairs, or in W. B. Yeats’s terms, “slouching toward Bethlehem,” in a new dark age made “more sinister, and perhaps more protracted,” as Churchill warned in the same speech, “by the lights of perverted science”—or whether we will simply muddle along somewhere in between.11 We do not know the outcome, so we have to act in faith through the chronic obscurity of the present. What we do know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, is that we are called to “have no fear,” and therefore not to indulge in what is currently the world’s dominant emotion, fear. Nor are we to respond to the specter of crisis and decline with either nostalgia or despair.


  What then should be our response? And what for us is the best way forward in the urgency of the present situation? There are many traditions among the followers of Jesus—the Orthodox, Catholic, Evangelical, Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, Anabaptist and Pentecostal being only the main ones in the West. But an important fact has grown clear over the last generation. Those who are faithful and orthodox in each tradition are closer to the faithful and orthodox in other traditions than to the liberal revisionists in their own tradition. In other words, the closer we all are to Jesus, the less significant the labels that once divided us.


  We therefore face a common challenge


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  A Prayer


  

  Questions for Discussion


  
    	What is your assessment of the state of the church, or of the many churches, in the West today? Are you and your friends encouraged or discouraged overall? Why?


    	When you hear people talking of “making a difference” and “changing the world,” and so on, is it just a clichéd shorthand, or do they know, and can they also say how it can be done?


    	What sort of baggage weighs down terms such as revival and reformation in the circles you move in? Draw up a list of the pros and cons of such terms as renewal, awakening, revival, reformation and renaissance. Which do you prefer, and why, and who are the leaders you respect who have that vision?
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