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We’re standing at the beginning of something new, a change on the order of the Reformation.  Changes of this magnitude don’t happen overnight.  Only the historian’s perspective allows him or her to paint the changes that define history in such broad and simple strokes.  In the middle of it, nothing is so clear-cut.  All the participant sees are seemingly unrelated changes happening across such different fields as science, communication technology, and religion.  Only the passage of time allows us the perspective to see the connections that were there all along.
Newtonian science gave people a radically new way to understand the world.  In the same way, post-Einsteinian physics and chaos theory are changing the way we look at the world around us.  In the Reformation Era, it was the printing press that made it possible for an idea to travel so fast that its opponents could not stop it.  Today, the Internet takes that principle to a whole new level.
  These changes in science and technology influenced culture in ways that had profound impact on religion.  A young monk named Luther learned to trust scripture more than tradition, and his ideas spread like wildfire.  In our time, changes in technology and science are beginning to make subtle yet radical changes in the way we view the world.  As yet, we have seen only the very beginning of how those cultural changes will impact the church.
Any time we face a change of this magnitude, we have two problems.  The first is fear.  Any radical change in the way we understand the world will force us to abandon some old beliefs that we love.  For example, many in the church found Aristotle’s work troubling because their old earth-centered picture of the universe comforted them, and it seemed to match up with the central role humanity plays in scripture.  Their deepest desires, their theology, even their God seemed to be under attack.  Today, the church has become so enmeshed in modernism, that any attack on it seems terrifying.  But just because something is new and frightening doesn’t mean it’s wrong.

The second problem is even more difficult.  At the beginning of something new, people struggle to find words to explain it.  In fact, the problem only gets marginally better with time.  Some of the best hitters in baseball still contend that they hit the ball by looking it into the bat even though such a feat is physically impossible.  Some of the best players in tennis still contend that they add topspin to the ball with a flick of the wrist even though motion capture technology shows that their wrist is stable at impact, and only turns well after the ball is on its way.
  If we can’t even explain things we’ve been doing for years, how much harder would it be to explain some new movement in culture?

The church is suffering from these two problems right now.  Conservative churches have faced withering and nearly continuous attack by liberalism.  They sent their best and brightest off to seminary, and their pastors returned filled with ideas which challenged the very core of the faith: the incarnation and the trinity.  In response to those who abandoned tradition in favor of reason, conservative churches cried out for a return to fundamentals, and the chief fundamental of all was a new brand of foundationalism built on scripture.  “The Bible says it.  I believe it.  That settles it.”  Having pinned their hopes on what is really a specialized brand of modernism, Conservative churches now attack postmodernism because it undercuts their foundational belief in the Bible.

Recently the tables have turned.  The juggernaut of liberalism that once seemed so unstoppable has lost its strength and vitality.  Mainline churches are in a steady state of decline, while conservative churches continue to grow.  Having created a faith that equates Christianity with social justice, liberal churches now attack postmodernism because it shows little concern for the causes and the protests that now define their faith.

Yet, what both sides are attacking isn’t really postmodernism at all, because we don’t yet have the vocabulary and the experience to understand what a truly postmodern theology looks like.  What liberals and conservatives alike are rightly challenging is the self-centered, nihilistic, pluralism that grew out of modernism’s resounding failure.  Modernism attempted to uncover the foundation of knowledge, and after hundreds of years, men like Sartre realized that such a quest would never succeed.  Their response was a cynical rejection of all truth, akin to a child who says, “If I can’t have fun, then nobody should.”  That response has been (I believe) wrongly labeled postmodernism, and it was so self-evidently flawed that after about fifty years it has already been rejected by the great minds of our time: Polyani, Einstein, and Torrance to name a few.  The first goal in this paper is to redefine postmodernism as the beginning of something new, not the end of something good.  The second goal of this paper is to offer a glimpse of what a truly postmodern theology might look like.

Section 1: Postmodernism is not really Postmodern

Modernism operates with a few rigid presuppositions.  First, and most importantly: there is an ultimate truth, and it can be grasped.
  All that it will take is enough time and intelligence, and we will finally be able to understand the world around us.  Therefore, what matters is intellect and experiment.  Imagination and intuition are unreliable faculties that should be ignored, or at least safely relegated to such unimportant pursuits such as creative writing, art, and music.  Since there is only one truth, and we are on our way to uncovering it, uniformity is a virtue.  It means that you are in-line with the intelligentsia who are running the experiments, and who therefore have a closer lock on truth than the average person.  Modernism assumes materialism, a belief that all that matters is physical reality, and that spiritual realities are either unreal or ephemeral.  This is the heart of most modernists’ objections to Christianity.  It’s not that they reject Jesus; it’s just that that their materialism forces them to reject the possibility of miracles out of hand.  Modernism states that the world is progressing down a line.  In fact, an irrational faith in “progress” is one of the easiest ways to spot a closet modernist. 

Postmodernism requires similar presuppositions, though these seem to be exactly opposite of those outlined above.  Postmodernism claims that truth cannot be grasped; therefore, there is no ultimate truth.  Postmodernists replace the modern search for truth with a cynicism that denies truth altogether.  Some even go so far as to deny the existence of reality altogether, an idea which not surprisingly has failed to garner overwhelming support.  Since there is no ultimate truth, what matters is feeling and experience.  Because of this, diversity is a virtue in and of itself.  This is probably the easiest way to spot a closet postmodernist: an irrational belief in “tolerance” matched by an equally irrational hatred for “intolerance.”  In response to the materialism that they are rejecting, post-moderns tend to be spiritualists.  They believe that all that matters is spiritual reality; physical realities are either unreal or ephemeral.  And since progress is an illusion and truth is unknowable, or irrelevant, postmodernists lean toward a cyclical view of reality.  In their eyes, the world is caught in a vicious circle of suffering which we cannot correct.  We can only await the inevitable end and make the most of what time we he have.

Despite their very real differences, both movements operate from some the same basic assumption: foundationalism.  They believe that for something to be true it must be provable.  Modernists believe only provable truth has value, and filled with hope, they attempt to prove truth; Postmodernists still believe that only provable truth has any value, and filled with cynicism, they claim there is no ultimate truth.  Modernism assumes foundationalism and celebrates.  Post-modernism assumes foundationalism and mourns.  If foundationalism is the heart of modernism, then what we’ve labeled postmodern is really just modernism in its death throes.  
So what is true postmodernism?  First of all, we don’t really know.  We lack the vocabulary and the experience to define it well.  But we do have a few good places to begin.  First of all, true postmodernism rejects all attempts at foundationalism, choosing instead to believe that all we know, and all we can know, comes first through sensory perception, imagination, and intuition as we live in relationship with a given reality.  It believes that nothing is 100% provable, and is not bothered by that.  Einstein hinted at this new understanding when he said that a little girl at the age of five already knows more about physics then she could ever explain, even if she became the greatest physicist the world had ever seen.  Just because you can’t explain it, just because you can’t prove it, doesn’t mean it’s not real.  Postmodernists find examples of this kind of intuitive, un-provable knowing everywhere they look.  Sitting in a chair requires faith based on intuitive knowledge garnered from experience, so does eating food, so does catching a Hail Mary.  We are not intellectual creatures, calculating odd and trajectories on the fly.  We are imaginative creatures who often grasp the reality of a situation without even realizing it, much less being able to explain it or prove it.

True postmodernism has pluralistic characteristics, but it rejects pluralism.  It accepts that all our knowledge is imperfect, and therefore open to revision and challenge.  Under this new worldview, no one can claim to have a lock on truth.  Yet, it doesn’t slip over into a “true for you, not for me” kind of pluralism because it consistently calls us back to ultimate realities.  A pluralist might say, “All roads lead to the mountaintop,” as a way of saying that everyone’s beliefs are just as valid as everyone else’s.  A true postmodernist would ask, “Really?  Then who’s on top of this mountain that everyone is in such a hurry to see?”  Either there’s someone, or there’s something, or no one, or nothing, or maybe two people, or a crowd.  Who knows?  But whatever is at the top, it can’t be all those things at the same time.  The moral of the story is that everyone’s beliefs are not just as valid as everyone else’s.  Some people will get to the top of the mountain and say, “I knew it!”  Other’s will finish their climb with, “Uh, oh.”

In a complete one hundred and eighty degree turn from the confidence of modernism, postmodernists believe that it is fully possible to create an idea that works, that looks true, that is logical and reasonable, and is fundamentally wrong.  Newtonian physics is a good example, but one that hits closer to home is Euclidian Geometry.  Geometry is logical, reliable, and beautiful in its own way.  Yet, any eighth grader can tell you that it only works on paper.  There are no straight lines in real life, no points, and no accurately measurable angles.  There are only approximations, and sometimes those don’t even work.
  The beauty of true postmodernism is that it refuses to accept paper answers that don’t really match up with reality.  It constantly calls us back to the realities that we live in and challenges us to start our search for truth there, rather than starting with some imagined idea and calling that reality.

True postmodernism accepts and expects constant revision.  So often, we attempt to codify reality and lock it into neat little patterns in our minds, but reality is iconoclastic.  It continually challenges our ideas, shattering our misconceptions and challenging us to a new, deeper, and more accurate understanding.  In his book, “A Grief Observed,” C.S. Lewis said that one of the hardest parts of losing his wife was realizing that his memories of her were not completely accurate.  That if she were to magically return to his life, within minutes he would be surprised by something she would say or do.  Why?  Because people, he said, are iconoclastic.  They don’t fit into our perceptions of them.  They constantly break out and do something we don’t expect.  That’s the beauty of the relationship, each time she broke the mold, he was challenged to come to a new and deeper understanding of who she was, only to have that new understanding broken and challenged again.  His first picture of her was wrong, only incomplete.  

True postmodernists apply that lesson to everything, not just to human beings, even simple things like rocks.  Study rocks long enough, and you will discover something that challenges your preconceptions.  When you re-arrange your mindset to account for the new data, things that used to be confusing will become clear.  In the light of this new understanding, you will discover new problems that challenge your assumptions once more.  If you could spend your life studying rocks and never reach the bottom, imagine attempting to discover the truth of single celled organisms, or plants, or animals, or people, or even God.

True postmodernism attempts to discover truth by see the whole rather than splitting up the parts.  Have you ever look at one of those Magic Eye pictures?  Most people begin by holding them close to their face and slowly moving them outward.  At first it’s just random shapes and colors, but then something in your vision snaps and suddenly you can see a three dimensional picture.  For a truly postmodern person, trying to understand truth by examining the individual pieces is like trying to understand a Magic Eye picture by cutting it into pieces and examining the individual shapes and colors.  You gain knowledge, but not understanding.  The only way to understand it is to see it whole and let your intuitive subconscious find something you had never seen before.  In fact, the harder you work at it and the more you think about it, the longer it takes for the image to appear.

What we need as we step forward into this new age is a truly postmodern Christian theology, one that doesn’t blindly assume foundationalism, one that finally does away with all attempts to grasp God, and accepts that understanding of God can only come directly from God, and one that intentionally removes all the us/them, black/white, dualistic dichotomies that have crept into the church

Section 2: What does a truly postmodern Christian theology look like?

Postmodern Christianity’s most startling characteristic is its complete rejection of all forms of foundationalism.  It admits and accepts that we all come with presuppositions, and expects that those presuppositions will change over time as our minds take on the shape of the realities we study.
  This process relies on faith, not just knowledge.  It requires imagination, not just intellect.  It involves the subconscious, not just the conscious mind.  It is integrative, holistic, and intuitive.  It refuses to seek knowledge through dissection, but expects to find truth only by seeing things whole, as a web of internal and external relationships.  It is possible to come to accurate knowledge of a thing, but only by letting it shape our methods of understanding it rather than imposing our rigid presuppositions upon it.  Even then, this knowledge will only be accurate, not perfect; and it will never be provable.  All knowledge is neither completely objective, nor completely subjective.
An excellent example of this kind of process is the story of the development of the trinity.  Let’s be honest.  Jesus is confusing.  Yet for two thousand years now, the church has called people back to two surprisingly stable core beliefs: the incarnation and the trinity.  These are not static concepts that faded with time.  These are not obvious falsehoods pushed onto the people by a powerful elite.  These are carefully defined expressions of faith that rose intuitively, by the power of the Spirit, out of the shared experiences of the apostles and the early church.  Nowhere does the Bible use either word.  Yet the Bible, especially in the gospels, overflows with challenging moments that cannot be explained away.
  These moments where the Christ’s divinity and humanity shine through, where God (the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) acts, these moments when experienced, lived-in, and prayed over, coalesced in the minds of the early church into a completely new understanding of reality.
  Not only that!  Once the reality that underlies the gospel revealed itself, it could not be ignored.  For two thousand years, people have attempted to bend it, ignore it, control it, and pervert it and yet these two concepts continue to hold a self-proven, self-corrective power over the church.
  Even after two thousand years, we cannot fully understand or explain them, we can only uncover deeper and deeper truth as we experience the reality for ourselves.
Through the power of the Holy Spirit, God continually refines our vocabulary, so that we can understand more and more of the truth of who he is.  The Old Testament gives us the lens that lets us understand Jesus, but then our experience of Jesus challenges us to new understandings of the Old Testament.
  As we begin to drink these things in and make them a part of our thinking, suddenly new aspects of our faith begin to make sense and the whole process, empowered by the Spirit, begins again.  Under this new way of thinking, all knowledge is cyclical but thanks to the power of the Holy Spirit, it is not a vicious cycle, more like the upward spiral of a helix.
In postmodern Christianity, we don’t discover God, God reveals himself to us.  There is no analogy of being between us and God, or between nature and God.  We cannot look at ourselves and figure out what God is really like.  We cannot examine the world around us and infer God’s character.  Why?  Because the world is filled with an infinite number of analogies and we have no way of knowing which are right.  If God is like a tree, does that mean he has a hard outer shell, grows in stages, and exists in a constant state of death and rebirth?  On our own, we don’t know which analogies are true. 

Some have tried to avoid this problem by searching for analogies only in the highest virtues of humanity.  God, so the reasoning goes, made us, and therefore the best within us must reveal something about God.  This assumption, though reasonable and appealing, is false.  God is not our virtues imagined to the nth degree.  Those aren’t really virtues anyway.  They are our limitations.  If I imagine God is powerful, then I imagine he is powerful like me, only able to claim power over that which I control or destroy.  If I claim that God has authority, I imagine it is like human authority, which cannot rule and serve at the same time.  If I think that the changeableness of humanity is its downfall, then I attribute immutability to God and pretend like that’s not a limitation.  If I hate that man is mortal, I imagine an immortal God and refuse to accept the possibility that God is strong enough even to die.  Ultimately, I recognize that I create most of my own problems, and so I imagine a god so radically different from me that he could never love me, or take on flesh and be like me.  Ultimately, the god that results from that type of imagination is never the real God, but an only an idol we’ve fashioned in our own image.

If the above is true, and the only true knowledge of God is specially revealed knowledge of God, then it follows that God comes to us in history, and not just in our minds.  In Israel, God gave us the vocabulary to talk about him.  Almost all of the central vocabulary of the New Testament derives directly from the Old.
  This is not an accident.  It was necessary that God intervene in the lives of a people, live with them, and shape them so that they could understand the coming of Christ.  Imagine if Jesus had simply appeared, saying, “I am the Lamb of God.”  Without any context, what sort of sense would people make out of that sentence?  Does it mean God is fuzzy and not too bright?  Without the context of the Old Testament to show us what is truly vital about Christ, we would wind up like the people in the Monty Python movie, “Life of Brian” following a gourd or fighting over the proper interpretation of a lost shoe.

What does Jesus mean when he says, “Take and eat; this is my body?”  In the Old Testament context of sacrifice, only the body was eaten, and then only by the priests.  The blood was the life, and it was reserved for God.  At Passover, the family ate bread and the flesh of the lamb, yet the blood was placed over the door, protecting the family from the curse of death.  Now the bread that sustains us on the journey and the body that died for us are one, and the blood of life that protects us from the curse is freely offered to all.  Yet how often do we ignore the many layers of meaning available to us in the Old Testament, and choose instead to focus on the interpretations of our denominational ancestors?  Rather than experiencing the reality Christ meant for us to find in communion, we argue over exactly how Christ is present or absent in the Eucharist.  

In Christ, God filled that vocabulary with new and deeper meaning.  The New Testament does not replace or invalidate the Old, it reveals more truth within it.  To dissect the gospels, or separate the Old and New Testaments is to destroy any hope of accurately understanding them.  Under modernism, it was common practice to search for sources within a text, to cut it up into pieces according to linguistic style in an attempt to uncover the original text.  It simply doesn’t work because the presupposition of the supposedly impartial historian come into play, and the truth that emerges is really just a mirror of his or her own prejudices.
  It’s time for us to admit that the search for the “historical Jesus” is a failure.  If we really want to understand Christ, the solution is not to strip away everything that troubles us, but to immerse ourselves in the whole of scripture, even the parts we don’t like, and pray for the enlightenment of the Holy Spirit.  We cannot reach up into heaven by the power of our mind and catch God unawares.  All knowledge of him must find its source in him.
This issue is not inherently postmodern.  Postmodernism often leads to an active questing after truth.  This can most clearly be seen in the scientific pursuits of brilliant minds like Einstein, who actively sought to grasp a deeper reality, but sought it in an intuitive holistic way.  This receptive, God-to-us movement isn’t a postmodern necessity; it’s a Christian one.  If we hope to grasp the Most High God we are doomed to failure because God is not an object to be studied.  We are the object, and God is the active one, reaching out to us, revealing himself to us.

Finally, Postmodern Christianity demands the obliteration of all the unnecessary, harmful splits that we have imagined within ourselves and within God.
  Perhaps imagined is too strong a word.  I believe it is more correct to say that as far as the breaks within us, between us, between nature and us, and between God and us are real, so far has the progress of sin broken our lives.  As far as we imagine breaks that do not exist within ourselves or within God, so far are we deceived.  Christ came to do away with those splits, both real and imagined.  This relational mindset has broad implications for the Christian life.

Who we are and what we do are inextricably intertwined.  There is no split between our character and our actions.  What we do inevitably affects how we think, and how we think invariably impacts what we do.  Therefore, there is no such thing as Sunday morning Christianity.  Any connection with God that fails to impact real life is no connection at all.  As one pastor put it, sitting in church doesn’t make you a Christian any more than sitting in your garage makes you a car.  

There are no good people who do bad things.  There are only broken people who suffer from sin.  Admitting that our actions and our character are two sides of the same coin frees us from the troubling task of labeling murderers good.  It also frees us from that ancient snare which says, “God will forgive you, so go ahead, indulge yourself.”  God loves us in spite of our brokenness, but God does not endorse it.  In fact, Christ came to destroy it.  As far as we sin, we are broken; as far as we embrace that brokenness, we reject God’s love.  

What we do affects everyone around us.  We are not individuals floating independently through life making decisions which affect no one but ourselves.  The greatest biblical example of this concept is Jesus Christ, whose decisions affect the entire universe.  A more approachable example is the church, called the body of Christ.  Paul explains in vivid language that we are not independent.
  Everything that affects us affects the whole, everything that harms us harms the whole.  Sin is not a choice that you make in the privacy of your own home that affects no one.
The most helpful thing that this relational, holistic approach to Christianity has taught me is that there is no dark, scary God behind Jesus.  In Jesus, we see God as he truly is.  This reassures me daily, because when I think of God, I get scared.  When I think of Jesus, I feel loved and challenged.  This way of thinking has shown me that the God I feared is really just a projection of my own insecurities, an idol I’ve made in my own image.  Granted, this is not some new revelation.  Christians have been claiming this truth for centuries.  But, as a modern Christian, trained in dissection, I found it ridiculously easy to divide Christ from the Father, and attribute love to one and anger to the other.  As a postmodern Christian, the falsehood of that division leaped out in a way I could no longer ignore.  This is not to say that when I look at Christ, I see and understand everything about God.  Yet, while our knowledge is incomplete, it is trustworthy.  As far as we see God in Christ, we see God truly.
In summary, I believe that truly postmodern Christianity provides three keys for understanding Christianity and that each of these keys responds to a blind-spot created by modernism.  First, it accepts that reality is not provable.  This counters modernism’s dependence on foundationalism.  Second, it accepts that all knowledge of God must come from God.  This counters secular modernism’s blind acceptance materialism, and of Christian modernism’s blind acceptance of an analogy of being between God and creation.  Third, it looks for truth in webs of relationships, which counters modernism’s self-defeating search for truth through dissection.  

In the opening of this paper, I suggested that science and technology affect culture, which in turn affects religion.  That is only partly true.  In fact, Christianity provided the mental framework that made modern science possible.  It inspired Newton as he sought after the laws he believed God had placed in creation.  It inspired Maxwell to create electro-magnetic field theory, as he contemplated the field of relationships that unites the trinity.
  Once again, knowledge takes on a cyclical shape, and once again it avoids becoming a vicious circle only by the grace of God, who continually opens our eyes to new and deeper things.  

Obviously, no one paper can sufficiently outline a movement of this size and importance.  My goal is that this paper will serve as an accessible introduction for those who, like me, struggle against the limitations of modernism.  My greatest hope and help in this search has been the work of Thomas F. Torrance, as explained and made real to me by Dr. Elmer Colyer.  This paper obviously fails to do justice to their work, but it is my first step toward putting this new understanding into some sort of unified whole in my mind. My hope is that this paper will inspire continued dialogue with and study of their work.
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