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    What’s Good About Pluralism?



    Christian hearts must be open to other people. God wants that of us. That is what I have just been arguing. But just how open are we supposed to be? We live today in the midst of many lifestyles, many systems of thoughtdon’t we run the risk of having our hearts pulled in so many different directions that we will finally have no center of our own?


    That is an important concern. There is much about contemporary pluralism that frightens me. But there is also much that I find exciting from a Christian point of view.


    Often when people encourage me in my efforts to prod evangelicals to think more clearly about the topic of pluralism, they will say something like this: “We need to learn to cope more effectively with the increasing diversity in our society.”


    That word cope always catches my attention. My instinct is to challenge the idea of copingit makes it seem like all we can do is to give in to something that we must grudingly accept. But I fight agains that instinct. I have a pretty good idea why Christian people talk about coping in this context. They are thinking of all the strange things that go on around usthese days it seems that no idea or practice is too far out to attract a glowing endorsement from some celebrity. The diversity of worldviews and lifestyles we encounter on a regular basis can be very bewildering. And when one is genuinely bewildered, being able to “cope” is the most one can hope for.


    But pluralism is a slippery concept. It gets used in a number of different ways by people who analyze contemporary society. And not everything that is called “pluralistic” is necessarily bad from a Christian point of view.


    Pluralism is “many-ism.” When we use the word, we are pointing to some sort of diversity. How we are to react to that diversity depends on what kind of “many-ness” we are singling out for attention. In some cases, pluralism isn’t just something to cope withit is a thing to be celebrated.


    God and Diversity


    At a meeting of theologians the conversation somehow got around to the question of life on other planets. This is not a subject that I have ever taken very seriously, so I was surprised when a respected theologian spoke enthusiastically about the possibility of intelligent life in other parts of the universe. When I questioned him further, his response was a thoughtful one: “I believe that God has an infinite imagination, don’t you? And if that is so, why should we assume that God would want to limit the creation to what we see around us?” That argument is worth pondering. And we can also apply it to the question of diversity within our own world. God has already demonstrated a rich imagination, simply by producing the creatures we see around us.


    The South African politician Nic Diederichsa prominent leader during the apartheid eraonce made a rather provocative observation: God, he said, dislikes deadly uniformity. I hate to admit that I like that comment, since Diederichs was a perverse thinker who helped to create the racist ideology in South Africa. Defending the “separate development” of the races, he argued that God wills the existence of many different races; that is why we must not allow interracial mingling. What God has put asunder, let no one try to join together![1]


    The ugliness of Diederichs’s intentions ought not to blind us to the truth of his theological premise. The God of the Bible does seem to dislike deadly uniformity. Whenever I read the creation account in Genesis 1, for example, I am taken with the delight that God expresses as he calls the world’s rich diversity into existence. God’s mood seems positively playful as he anticipates all that “multiplication”: “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures!” “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth!” “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind!” (Genesis 1:20, 22, 24).


    God has an infinite imagination. He loves diversity. And because of this, no Christian can oppose diversity as such. There are certain kinds of “swarms” in which God takes delight.


    To say that we live in a pluralistic culture is simply to say that we are surrounded by plurality. And again: many-ness itself is not a bad thing.


    But neither is many-ness necessarily a good thing. This is where Nic Diederichs went wrong. Having pointed to God’s love of diversity, he tries to sneak over on us the wrongheaded notion that God hates to see the mixing and combining of diverse races.


    We have to be discerning in our endorsement of many-ness. Some pluralities are pleasing to God, but others are not. God takes delight in the diversity of animal lifebetter many different kinds of animal than one dull, uniform species. But, on the other hand, God does not take delight in the existence of many different kinds of diseases, or many forms of human perversity. The fallen world “swarms” with many things that do not please him.


    The Pluralistic Consciousness


    There have always been many “swarms” in the world. In that sense, coping with many-ness is not a new experience. But it is also true that we are experiencing pluralism in new ways these days. Many scholars insist that a pluralistic consciousness is one of the unique characteristics of contemporary life.


    What is it that makes our present-day encounter with pluralism so special? It is the fact that we are immersed in a culture of options.


    Think of someone who lived in Western Europe during the Middle Ages. As the daughter of a peasant Christian family, she had few real choices about how she would live her life. She would likely marry and bear childrenthe only alternative would be to join a religious order. She would never travel more than twenty miles from the house where she was born. It was unthinkable that she would ever enjoy the luxuries known to the wealthy. Whatever her private opinions or attitudes about religious matters, she would attend church regularlyand there was no question about which church it would be, since there were no alternatives.


    Choosing what she would be never occurred to such a person. She was locked into her station in life.


    By the time of the Reformation, things had begun to change. One obvious difference was that more and more people were faced with the choice of what form of religion (or nonreligion) to embrace. Geographical mobility was on the increase. Some folks were even able to move from one economic class to another. New trades and professions meant that for many people the question of vocation became a matter of conscious deliberation.


    Today’s range of choices is so great, though, that quantitative terms alone are not adequate to describe the change that has taken place. Choosing has become a way of life. Do I want to continue in my present profession or go into something completely different? In which state shall I liveor should I try another country? What part of the world shall I visit next? What do I want my next spouse to be like? Which religion best serves my present needs?


    Immersion in a world of seemingly infinite optionsthis is the pluralistic consciousness. And our unique awareness of a plurality of alternatives is not a totally bad thing. We may not like the fact that everything seems to be up for grabs these days, but we certainly want to preserve our range of choices about what we most treasure. Whenever we Christians celebrate our freedom to worship God as we please and to live our lives in the light of our deepest convictions, we are actually rejoicing over our uniquely pluralistic consciousness.


    Pluralism and Idolatry


    When someone refers to “our pluralistic society,” then, we need to find out what is meant before we can respond properly. The fact is, the phrase is used in a number of different ways. We cannot sort out all the meanings here.[2] But it will help to think briefly about how Christians should evaluate two very prevalent forms of pluralism.


    The first form is what our “coping” person has in mind. He is bewildered by the “swarm” of worldviews and value systems that he sees around him: he hears a babble of voices proclaiming the merits of a stunning array of philosophies and ideologies and religions. Buddhism. Islam. Jehovah’s Witnesses. Radical feminism. Deconstructionism. The occult. New Age. Liberalism. Conservatism. Neoconservatism. It is understandable that a person could be dismayed by all of this.


    What about God? Is the Creator also disturbed by this kind of pluralism? If we take the Bible seriously, then we really have no choice but to say that he isthat God doesn’t like this kind of diversity. The reason for God’s disapproval was laid out earlier in our discussion of the causes of incivility. God disapproves of the pluralism of idolatries.


    Each worldview or value system sets forth a picture of what reality and goodness are all about. And even though we are being presented with myriad choices these days, the basic issue is still simple: either your view of reality and goodness is God-centered, as laid out in the Bible, or it is not.


    If your picture has the biblical God at the center of things, it is an accurate one. If it places something or someone else at the center, it is idolatrous. Those are the fundamental alternatives as defined by the Scriptures.


    This does not mean that idolaters have nothing to teach uswe have already discussed this, and we will be coming back to the subject. Nor does it mean that we should use political means to try to wipe out the pluralism of idolatries. The most effective way of opposing falsehood is witnessing to the power of truth.


    A thoroughly democratic society, in which people are granted the right to live out their basic commitments, provides us with an excellent arena for Christian evangelism and teaching. If diverse viewpoints have a right to be expressed, then ours has a right to be expressed. It is to our advantage, then, to promote a political system that encourages religious pluralism.


    Cultural Diversity


    Sometimes people have another kind of “swarm” in mind when they talk about “our pluralistic society.” They are pointing not to the plurality of worldviews and value systems, but to the diversity of what I will call, for lack of a better term, cultural perspectives. What is at stake here is not so much diverse views of reality as diverse viewings of the world. We all stand in a cultural “place”; our outlooks are shaped by such factors as ethnicity, race, geography, language, economic status and gender.


    These things do influence the way we interpret reality. But it would be misleading to evaluate these differences as matters of truth and goodness. Being a Swedish American, rural woman from Minnesota doesn’t “weigh” more or less on the scales of truth and goodness than being an African American, inner-city man from Memphis. Questions of truth and goodness come in only at the worldview level. I begin to get an idea how to start “weighing” when I find out, for example, that the woman from Minnesota edits the local newsletter for “freethinkers,” while the man from Memphis runs a Baptist mission for the homeless.


    Of course, anything can become an idolincluding race, gender and economic status. But none of these things is “naturally” an idol.


    I have a theological hunch about the diversity of cultural perspectives. I think that many of these differences were a part of God’s good plan from the beginning. That gender was there at the start is obvious: “male and female he created them” (Genesis 1:27). But I suspect God had some of the other things in mind as wellthe diversity of race, ethnicity and geographic temperament.


    Some theologians have made this notion part of the very idea of “the image of God.” Not only is each human being created in the divine image, they argue, but the human race as a whole also has the image of God in a collective senseso that the rich diversity of cultures on the face of the earth shows forth the splendor of God in a way that no individual or group does alone.


    I like that idea. But whatever we do with it as a theory about our created natures, there can be no question about what God thinks of cultural diversity when it comes to redemption.


    Through the atoning blood of Jesus Christ, God is putting together a new kind of human community. “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation. . . . Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people” (1 Peter 2:9-10). And the building blocks of this new community are the diverse cultural groupings that we see in the world.


    To be sure, cultural pluralism in our present sinful world is seldom separate from other kinds of pluralism. Cultural diversity is regularly intertwined, for example, with a diversity of worldviews and value systems.


    But because the richness of human diversity is precious in the sight of God, we have to work hard at doing the disentangling. Learning to appreciate cultural differences in the light of biblical revelation is an important and necessary part of our maturation in Christ. This appreciation is also central to the evangelistic taskwe must bring the gospel to people in different cultures without destroying cultural diversity.


    So there is at least one kind of pluralism that God loves. God cares deeply about cultural diversity. This means that Christians need not be threatened by cultural differences as such. These differences are to be sanctified, not eradicated. This kind of pluralisman appreciation for the contribution each cultural group makes to the beauty of the divine mosaicinspires the heavenly choirs to break forth with a song of joyful praise to the Lamb:


    You are worthy to take the scroll


    and to open its seals,


    for you were slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed for God


    saints from every tribe and language and people and nation;


    you have made them to be a kingdom and priests serving our God,


    and they will reign on earth. (Revelation 5:9-10)


    


    We cannot be any less affirming in our ownmore earthlyencounters with created human diversity. To cultivate that spirit of affirmation is crucial to our growth in civility. It is also a good way to get ready for heaven!
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    How to Be Civil About Sex


    Civility about the topic of sexuality is extremely difficult these days. I know that well. I gave it what I thought was my best shot, with disappointing results. I wrote a piece that was published, as a guest column, in the February 9, issue of Newsweek. I was motivated to do so by something that I saw on the morning of our California state elections the previous November.


    I was driving through the main street of our town on my way to work, about eight in the morning and, stopping for a traffic light at a busy corner, I saw two groups of people carrying signs on opposite sides of the street. One group supported the proposed legislation banning same-sex marriage, while the other group were opponents of the ban. The messages on their signs left no doubt about the passion with which they held their opposing views, but just in case the folks on the other side of the street missed the message, they were angrily shouting at each other, and making insulting physical gestures.


    Seeing this encounter, I simply started to sob. Not because I thought their strongly held views were out of place. I have my deep convictions on the subject. I voted for the ban. I oppose allowing same-sex partnerships to be granted marital status. But I was sad about the fact that the street-corner behaviors were so typical of the way we deal with the issue.


    Can We Talk?


    So I wrote the Newsweek piece, with the title “Less Shouting, More Talking.” I told about what I saw that morning, and explained that the angry shouts and shaking fists made me sad. I also testifiedas a person who holds “conservative” views on the subject, grounded in my understanding of what the Bible teachesof my full support for a pluralistic society governed by democratic processes. I don’t see myself as motivated by a desire simply to impose my religious views on everyone else. In this case, though, I said that I worry about what permitting same-sex marriages would mean for the overall health of our society.


    I went on in my brief article to say what I wished could happen in our public discussions. I pointed to what often happens when a married couple, or two very close family members or friends, have a serious argument. The anger increases on both sides, and folks start to say very hurtful things to each other. Finally, they give up and stomp off.


    But there often comes a moment when one of them comes back to the other and says in a quiet and pleading voice, “Can we talk?” And then people begin their sentences with these kinds of words: “What I really mean to say is this . . .” and, “I know I put it in the wrong way, but what I wanted you to hear was . . .”


    That was the plea I issued in my Newsweek piece: “Can we talk?” What I really want to say to gay and lesbian citizens, some of whom are my friends, is that I have genuine worries about what the same-sex marriage proponents are asking us to do. I’d like to explain those worries. They include a fear that the day will soon come when I cannot even talk about my views on the subject without being charged with “hate speech.” And like many other Christians, I worry much about the kind of world in which our children and grandchildren are being raised. What will the schools be teaching them about sexuality and family values? What images of people with our kinds of views will come to dominate the media and the world of entertainment?


    And, of course, there are the big “slippery slope” questions. What’s next? Legalizing “plural marriage”? Taking seriously the demands of the “Man-Boy Love Association”? Many folks are offended that we even want to talk about such possibilities, but they are concerns that many of us have, and it would be good at least to have reasoned responses from the same-sex marriage supporters.


    I received a few expressions of support from folks who agreed with what I had written. But the vast majority of responses came from those who disagreed with my views about sexuality. The good news is that some of them took me up on my offer to talk. They offered gentle and respectful rebuttalssome of them included very sad stories about the ways in which they have been wounded by the Christian communities in which they were raised.


    But the overwhelming response was intensely uncivilsome of it quite abusive. The experience left me more pessimistic about the prospects for civility in contemporary life. But no less convinced that God calls us to keep working at it. We may not be able to change the minds and hearts of those we disagree with. But the truth is that on that Election Day morning there were people shouting angrily on both sides of the street. Some of them were likely Christians who have convictions about sexuality similar to my own. Talking about civility among ourselves is not a bad place to start!


    The Importance of Sex


    “What’s with you evangelical types? You seem to be obsessed with people’s sex lives. Pornography, homosexuality, abortion, divorce, fornication, adulterythese are the only social issues you seem to get excited about. Can’t you find more interesting things to do than constantly trying to regulate everybody’s sexual and reproductive functions?”


    I hear this complaint often. And I am quick to acknowledge that there is a grain of truth in it. The social concerns of evangelical Protestantsand other conservative religious groups such as Roman Catholics, Mormons and Orthodox Jewsdo seem to focus rather intensely on sex and reproduction. We often give the impression that we do not care nearly as much about racial injustice or economic oppression or environmental exploitation. And that is unfortunate.


    But I am not ready to concede that our intense interest in sexual matters is simply misguided. Sexuality is a very important feature of our created nature. The Bible makes this clear in its opening pages: God’s first words to the man and woman are “Be fruitful and multiply” (Genesis 1:28). And the very first thing that happens to Adam and Eve after they eat the forbidden fruit is that they notice their nakedness and try to cover themselves.


    Sex and reproduction play a basic role in the human drama. We humans are complex and vulnerable beings, and our complexity and vulnerability are nowhere more obvious than in our sexuality. A society that is fundamentally confused about the rights and wrongs of sex cannot be very healthy. Public leaders who have casual attitudes toward sexual fidelity will not be trustworthy in other areas of responsibility. Children who have not experienced strong and reliable family bonds are not likely to grow up to be strong and reliable citizens.


    That is the way I see things. And if the result is that some people accuse me of worrying too much about sexwell, I will simply have to live with that complaint. Given my strong convictions on the subject, it really is rather difficult for me to be civil about sex.


    Difficultbut not impossible. I can work at greater sexual civility without sacrificing my convictions about this crucial dimension of human existence. And, again, I believe it is very important to work at this. We convicted Christians may be right to think that sexual values are important to the health of a society. But that does not mean we have done a good job of making our case. The fact is, our record is a poor one.


    “Normal” Sexuality?


    I once sat through a debate about homosexuality at a denominational assembly. One minister stood up to tell everyone how strongly opposed he was to homosexual practice. Here is how he put his case: “We normal people should tell these homosexuals that what they are doing is simply an abomination in the eyes of God.”


    Even though I basically agreed with this pastor’s interpretation of biblical teaching, I was distressed by his speech. I felt like standing up and asking him how “normal” he really was as a sexual being. I thought of another minister, a godly man who was nearing retirement, with whom I had talked recently. Commenting on a younger colleague who had been caught in an adulterous relationship, he had said, “I have no business feeling self-righteous. If my own sexual history were made public, there would be no major scandals. Nothing to get me defrocked. But I would still be ashamedso ashamed!”


    I suspect that many of us can identify with that self-assessment. We don’t feel very “normal” in our sexuality. The Bible tells us why this is so: we are living in a time of fallenness, of human abnormality. And since sex is central to our nature, our sexuality shows this abnormality in a special way.


    We fallen creatures do not like to admit our awareness of our abnormality, so we invent vocabularies to disguise it. Take our labeling system for designating sexual orientations: some people are “gay,” we say, and others are “straight.” Each of these labels is deceptive. The word gay gives the impression that practicing homosexuals are enjoying a happy, carefree way of life. But that is hardly the way it is in a time when the HIV/AIDS crisis has brought fear and pain and grief into the lives of so many homosexual persons.


    Nor is straight a very helpful term. I am not a homosexualbut neither do I feel very “straight” as a human being. I am a fallen creaturebent, crooked, broken. This bentness affects all of my life, including my sexuality.


    Homosexuals are not necessarily gay. And the rest of us are not necessarily straight. We are all broken and crooked people. Christians should not be embarrassed to admit this. Most of us have not yet been transformed into fully “normal” people, but we are on the way to normalcywhen Jesus returns “we will be like him, for we will see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). In the meantime, we know what to do about our sexual brokenness. We go to the cross and plead for mercy and healing. This experience gives us the message that we can present to other sexual sinners: Join us at the cross!


    Guidelines for Sexual Civility


    Sexual civility takes effort. It is something we have to work at. Here are some guidelines that can help us along in that process.


    Be sexually self-critical. Most of us have no right to set ourselves up as models of sexual “normalcy.”


    I know it’s risky to emphasize this point. Many Christian people are only too aware of their sexual bentness. We have all heard stories of people whose lives are pervaded by sexual guilt and shame. Isn’t it very dangerous, then, to insist that we keep a careful eye on our own sexual sins?


    The answer, of course, is that it is indeed dangerous. But it’s also dangerous to encourage Christians not to worry about such matters. A guilty obsession with sexual sin is an unhealthy thing. But it’s also unhealthy to think that we should never feel guilty about anything that has to do with sex.


    What we need is an honest perspective on our own sexuality. That is what Jesus preached to the sexual hypocrites who wanted to punish the adulterous woman: “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:7).


    Avoid oversimplifications. Many Christians employ very simple categories in dealing with sexual issues. Here is something I have heard often from Christians on the subject of homosexuality: “My Bible tells me that God created Adam and Eve and not Adam and Steve.”


    To be sure, this one-liner carries a legitimate point. I do believe that the Creator intended genital intimacy to take place within the bonds of heterosexual marriage. But little is to be gained by couching this profound teaching in taunting language.


    Remember our own collective sexual sins. Some say that the use of the words fag and faggot for homosexuals comes from a medieval practice of rounding up known or suspected homosexuals to use them as fuelas fagots, mere bundles of sticks, as it wereto start village bonfires. I don’t know whether this is true, but it may well be. This much is certainly true: Christians have, in the past, been cruel, unspeakably cruel, to homosexual persons. And that is a very bad thing.


    We Christians seem to go through epidemics of serious moral amnesia. We argue about important issues with no memory of the past. Many Christians who disparage feminism seem to have no awareness of how horribly women have often been treated in the Christian community. Christian leaders argue for a separate-but-equal arrangement for the sexes, as if this had always been the viewpoint of the Christian community. But women have regularly been depicted as being inferior to men. Many of them have been severely abused by their Christian fathers and husbands. We have long denied Christian women the right to develop and use God-given giftseven where the exercise of such gifts has had nothing to do with “headship” patterns.


    People are very free these days in talking about their sex lives. Much of this talk makes me nervous. Some of it strikes me as yet another form of promiscuity; it’s now permissible to speak very publicly about the most intimate details of our sexuality. But not all sexual candor is bad. It is a good thing to be frank about our sexual sinfulness, both as individuals and as a community with a long history of sexual oppression.


    Christians should approach discussions of such topics as homosexuality and feminism in a spirit of sorrow and repentance over our past behaviors and attitudes. No believer need fear that a humble confession of sin will be used to promote the devil’s cause. We know that God meets us in our helplessness and honors the sincere acknowledgment of our guilt. We must approach discussions of sexuality, then, with an awareness of the sins we have committed as sexual beings and against other sexual beings.


    Curtail irrational fears. Sometimes our sexual incivilities are grounded in irrationality. We must work at minimizing the degree to which our genuine disagreements with other people get entangled with an irrational fear of “otherness.”


    Of course, not every criticism of a specific sexual lifestyle should be dismissed as irrational. For example, some of the current talk about “homophobia” is misleading. My disagreement with someone else’s view of reality does not mean that I am gripped by a “phobia.”


    Consider a parallel case: I have strong objections to the dogmas of Mormonism. I’m convinced that many Mormon beliefs and practices are misguided. But I don’t think I have a phobia about Mormonism. I have spent a lot of time getting to know Mormons in recent years, regularly engaging in probing dialogue about our differences. Some of them have become dear friends.


    But I do know Christians who have a kind of phobia about the Mormon religion. These folks see my friendly dialogue with Mormons as a betrayal of the historic Christian faith. They talk and act as if Mormons were a special embodiment of evil. They are incapable of having a relaxed conversation with a Mormon. Sometimes they seem to me to be caught up in active hatred of Mormonism.


    I have the same feeling about the way many of my Christian friends view homosexuality. Homosexuals represent a despicable “other” in their minds. They have difficulty thinking clearly about the subject. “Homophobia” seems an appropriate label for the attitudes of these Christians.


    The alternative is not to uncritically accept active homosexuality. It is important to distinguish between beliefs and behaviors with which we disagree and the very real human beings who believe and behave in those ways. We need to be very clear about our disagreements without responding irrationally to homosexual persons.


    Cultivate sexual empathy. I once attended an “AIDS mass” at a local church. Realizing that the congregation would be made up mostly of persons from the homosexual community in Southern California, I went with the intention of slipping into a back pew to witness the service as an interested onlooker. When I arrived at the church, though, most of the seats were taken. I had to make a split-second choice: either be ushered to an empty spot in the very center of the gathered throng or turn around and head home. I chose to stay.


    It was impossible to maintain an aloof, “detached-observer” attitude. The service began with one of my favorite hymns. Then we all prayed together, using these lines from Psalm 139:


    

    For it was you who formed my inward parts;


    you knit me together in my mother’s womb.


    I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.


    Wonderful are your works;


    that I know very well.


    My frame was not hidden from you,


    when I was being made in secret,


    intricately woven in the depths of the earth.


    Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. (vv. 13-16)


    

    A little later in the service we were invited to offer “the prayers of the people.” The leader asked individuals simply to speak out the names of friends and loved ones who had died of AIDS. The response was almost thunderous and went on for minutes: “Hank.” “Joan.” “Arnie.” “Philip.” “Fred.” “Ashley.” Name after name, accompanied by a chorus of sobs.


    Nothing that happened that evening caused me to change my views about homosexual practice. But the encounter did have a profound impact on me. It brought home to my consciousness in a powerful way the sense that I was surrounded by fellow human beings who are fashioned in the divine image, and who have experienced heart-rending sorrow in the deep places of their lives
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