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Christianity as a Wider Rationality 

This week, Professor Mary Poplin concludes our series based on 
her book, Is Reality Secular? Testing the Assumptions of Four 

Global Worldviews by examining the wider rationality of 
Christianity in light of her previous posts on secularism and 

pantheism. 

August 8, 2014 by Mary Poplin 

Twentieth century missionary, Lesslie Newbigin describes best the relationship 
between the Christian worldview and others: "The Christian claim is that though the 
Christian worldview can in no way be reached by any logical step from the axioms of 
[the other worldviews], nevertheless the Christian worldview does offer a wider 
rationality that embraces and does not contradict the rationality of [these other 
worldviews]." 

C.S. Lewis' picture of this is that "man is a tower in which the different floors can 
hardly be reached from one another but all can be reached from the top floor." 

This does not mean Christians are necessarily smarter than non-Christians but that 
every one who comes to Christ has access to a higher rationality, having access to the 
mind of Christ. It also means, as was my experience, that people without Christ do 
not have access to particular levels of rationality (Romans 1: 18-22). In Biblical terms 
minds and hearts become darkened. This dullness of mind is experienced when 
unbelievers consider particular facts about the gospel, which to them appear foolish 
and become stumbling blocks. They wonder how Christians can otherwise seem so 
reasonable when these things seem so irrational. 

Newbigin describes this conflict in terms of the resurrection: "The community of faith 
makes the confession that God raised Jesus from the dead and that the tomb was 
empty thereafter. Within the plausibility structure of the world this will become 
something like the following: The disciples had a series of experiences that led them 
to the belief that, in some sense, Jesus was still alive and therefore to interpret the 
cross as victory and not defeat. This experience can be accepted as a fact. People do 
have such psychological experiences. If this is what is meant by the Easter event it 
qualifies for admission into the world of fact. The former statement (i.e., that the 
tomb was empty) can be accepted as a fact only if the whole plausibility structure of 
contemporary Western culture is called into question." 

Christ calls his people to radically challenge the plausibility structures of the world 
just as he did. This is why it is critical that we fully understand the principles and 
cultural manifestations of these plausibility structures or worldviews. Otherwise our 
only option is to compromise by giving into the cultural elite's insistence that we all 
function only with secular norms. However, not having any permanent moral 
guardrails, these norms easily morph over time. Giving into the dominant power of 
secularism makes us complicit in the cultural tendency to limp along using solely the 
lowest common denominator of human reason - secular reason. 

The diagram is a rough sketch of the four global worldviews discussed in previous 
posts. Outside the triangle lie the principles of secular humanism, naturalism and 
pantheism that are distortions of truth caused by the addition of false principles, such 
as secular humanism's utopian vision of human reason, or naturalism's insistence that 

http://www.tothesource.org/8_7 _2014/8_7 _2014_printer.htm 1/4 



3/7/2015 tothesource 

everything is material, or pantheism's amorphous spiritual ennui. All of these 
worldviews and their standing philosophies, methods and theories share some 
principles with Christianity depicted as their intersection with the triangle. According 
to Judeo-Christian principles, evil cannot create; it can only distort. It would not be 
possible for any worldview to stand if it did not contain some truth (inside the 
triangle). 

Christianity is the one worldview that actually encompasses the true and reasonable 
principles of all three other worldviews and much more. 

The Trinity holds all things together defining truth's boundaries; it is the ultimate 
gravitational force of physical, natural and spiritual reality. For example, the truths of 
naturalism and pantheism, generally irreconcilable, are actually reconciled inside the 
triangle; they are part of the same totality. In its independent form scientific 
naturalism ultimately excludes the possibility of spiritual transactions, which makes 
spiritual knowledge both unnecessary and inaccessible. Pantheism in its most 
orthodox form proposes the world is ultimately an illusion, which makes science both 
unnecessary and impossible. Christ's teachings unify the spiritual, natural and human 
worlds. 

Here it is possible to study the interactions of spiritual and natural phenomena. For 
example, in Orthodox theologian Jean-Claude Larchet's work on illness, he points out 
the importance of considering the spiritual dimension of human beings when seeking 
to alleviate their physical ailments. 

Thus, Christianity gives us science without materialism (scientism) - a science with a 
conscience, not floating in mid air as a servant to the latest and most popular human 
urges. It gives us humanism also tethered to a permanent moral code that undergirds 
human flourishing without rationalizing every human desire. Lastly, Christianity gives 
us spirituality with purpose, and sin with redemption and restoration. It is the only 
safe route to true self-knowledge since there is a viable solution to what we find in 
ourselves. The Judeo-Christian framework builds spiritual discernment in a world that 
has both good and evil, and provides the means to fight the evil and expand the good 
- first, in our own selves and, second, in our culture. From inside the triangle we are 
not blind men surveying the elephant, each discerning the universe from our limited 
worldviews. Inside the triangle the whole picture emerges of the coherent unity of all 
truth - in Christ all things are held together. This unity of true knowledge was the 
initial impetus for the modern university. 

For a half a century, Western intellectuals predicted the demise of the religious and 
the emergence of a grand secular age based solely on human reason. David Bentley 
Hart notes that "either human reason reflects an objective order of divine truth or 
human reason is merely the instrument and servant of the will." Today prominent 
philosophers (even atheists) refer to the 21st Century as post-secular. 

God's rationality encompasses and surpasses that of the world. In some cases it is 
almost the opposite of our own instincts. Take for example that God chose Peter, a 
rough uneducated fisherman to take the Gospel to the highly educated Jews; and the 
refined, well educated Paul to take the Gospel to the rough pagan Greeks. Though 
great philosophers and theologians have examined and rearticulated the words of 
Jesus for two thousand years, Jesus taught with words that even children could 
understand. God's rationality is simply all comprehensive, all true and brilliantly 
transformative. 

When Lesslie Newbigin returned to the West after 35 years in India, he found 
his native England had become a foreign mission field. 
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"At his retirement in 1974, following 35 years in India, Lesslie Newbigin fulfilled a 
cherished dream by riding the bus home. Modestly famous as a bishop in the Church 
of South India and as a leader in the early World Council of Churches, Newbigin (with 
his wife, Helen, also in her midsixties) was given a grand farewell in Madras before 
setting off on the overland route. The pair carried only two suitcases and a rucksack. 
They planned to rough it. 

Relatives thought they were sure to be killed. A friend in the Indian State Department 
wrote to embassies along the way, urging officials to shelter these important guests. 
Planes were therefore met in all the relevant cities-but no one thought to check the 
local buses. 

Ascending the rugged Khyber Pass in a torrential downpour, Newbigin overheard one 
of his fellow passengers: 'You don't often see such elderly hippies on this route.' 
Through Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran, and Turkey, the Newbigins used local transport 
(hitchhiking when necessary), ate local food, and sought out local Christians. In only 
one place did they find no Christian fellowship: in Cappadocia, the once-great seat of 
Christian theology. Making their solitary Sunday worship in an ancient carved-rock 
church, the Newbigins took time to contemplate 'the fact that a great living Church 
can be completely destroyed."(Unfinished Agenda). 

Tim Stafford, Christianity Today - 1996 
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3&keywords=lesslie+newbigin 

[I]t is fatal to imagine that everybody knows quite well what Christianity is and 
needs only a little encouragement to practice it. The brutal fact is that in this 
Christian country not one person in a hundred has the faintest notion what the 
Church teaches about God or man or society or the person of Jesus Christ ... 
Theologically this country is at present in a state of utter chaos established in 
the name of religious toleration and rapidly degenerating into flight from reason 
and the death of hope. 

Dorothy Sayers, Creed or Chaos, 1947 

Christianity is a statement which, if false, is of no importance, and if true, of 
infinite importance. The only thing it cannot be is moderately important. 

C. S. Lewis, God in the Dock 

Part of the enthralling promise of an age of reason was, at least at first, the 
prospect of a genuinely rational ethics not limited to the moral precepts of any 
particular creed, but available to all reasoning minds regardless of culture and 
when recognized immediately compelling to the rational will. Was there ever a 
more desperate fantasy than this? We live now in the wake of the most 
monstrously violent century in human history, during which the secular order 
(on both the political right and the political left), freed from the authority of 
religion, showed itself willing to kill on an unprecedented scale and with an ease 
of conscience worse than merely depraved. If ever an age deserved to be 
thought an age of darkness, it is surely ours. 

David Bentley Hart: Atheist Delusions 
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Jesus promised his disciples three things -

That they would be completely fearless, 

Absurdly happy, and 

In constant trouble. 

- G.K. Chesterton 

Send your letter to the editor to feedback@tothesource.org. 
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