Preamble
The Enlightenment: A discussion of its legacy on the way we think today.

The C18th Enlightenment was a self-conscious and highly articulate movement, presenting common basic conceptions, a common methodological approach, and reform proposals based on commonly held values. Its values appear increasingly meaningful to many of the survivors of the catastrophes of recent history. To others it is the source of the loss of absolutes which bedevil today’s society and may even be largely the cause of those catastrophes.

The 'Enlightenment' is the historical period 'par excellence' when the old established certainties were rejected. But as I look at it from a historical perspective, it is one of a series of cases where humanity has had to be kicked out of its rut and dragged screaming into a brighter and better future. Of course, while I am frequently in agreement with the diagnosis I am not fully sympathetic to all the prescriptions. 

While I am very concerned about post-modernism and I cannot see how we can discuss anything if everything is merely a story in the mind of the author and only that for the moment of telling; I do see the reaction against the sterility of modernism as both a necessary and a good thing. I wonder what good things will come out of it. I don't think we can yet see, we are too close to it

Slide 1: Intro- History

Why? George sugested interaction with Francis Wheen’s latest book

“How mumbo jumbo conquered the world” Feb 2004 published Fourth Estate

anti-mumbo jumbo with 10 of today’s ridiculous beliefs 


and pleaded for a return to clean air of the enlightenment

Wheen – Guardian writer – columnist of the year – author of what is called ‘a highly acclaimed biography of Karl Marx’ (yet as one reviewer put it, failed to mention the millions of murders committed by the followers of Marx)

Wrote this book anti-mumbo jumbo with 10 of today’s ridiculous beliefs He claimed we had squandered the great achievements of the Enlightenment and pleaded for a return to its (the Enlightenment’s ) clean fresh air

Let’s see what he has to say.

(( Wheen Slides 

The Ten Mumbo-Jumbo

1. God is on our side

2. The market is rational

3. There is no such thing as reality

4. We mustn’t be judgmental

5. Laissez-faire capitalism is the prerequisite for trade and prosperity 

6. Astrology and similar delusions are "harmless fun" 

7. Thin air is solid

8. Sentimental hysteria is a sign of emotional maturity 

9. America's economic success is entirely due to private enterprise 

10. "It could be you. . ." 

The ‘Wheen’ Slide (use as slide 2)

This is a brief summary of his ‘10 mumbo jumbo ideas that infect our society today – these are merely copied from his column on the web (I didn’t have to go read the book!)

1. "God is on our side"
George W Bush thinks so, as do Tony Blair and Osama bin Laden and an alarmingly high percentage of other important figures in today's world. After September 11 2001 Blair claimed that religion was the solution not the problem, since "Jews, Muslims and Christians are all children of Abraham" - unaware that the example of Abraham was also cited by Mohammed Atta, hijacker of the one of the planes that shattered the New York skyline. RH Tawney wrote in Religion and the Rise of Capitalism that "modern social theory, like modern political theory, developed only when society was given a naturalistic instead of a religious explanation". In which case modern social and political theory would now seem to be dead. 
2. The market is rational
Financial sophisticates in the 21st century smile at the madness of the South Sea Bubble or the absurdity of the Dutch tulip craze. Yet only a few years ago they scrambled and jostled to buy shares in dotcom companies which had no earnings at all nor any prospect of ever turning a profit. To justify this apparent insanity, they maintained that such a revolutionary business as the internet required a new business model in which balance sheets were irrelevant. In short, they thought they had repealed the laws of financial gravity - until they came crashing down to earth. 

3. There is no such thing as reality
Hence the inverted commas which postmodernists invariably place round the word. They see everything from history to quantum physics as a text, subject to the "infinite play of signification". But if all notions of truth and falsity cease to have any validity, how can one combat bogus ideas - or indeed outright lies? There is, for instance, a mass of carefully empirical research on the Nazi extermination of the Jews. As Professor Richard Evans points out, "To regard it as fictional, unreal or no nearer to historical reality than, say, the work of the 'revisionists' who deny that Auschwitz ever happened at all, is simply wrong. Here is an issue where evidence really counts, and can be used to establish the essential facts. Auschwitz was not a discourse." 

4. We mustn't be "judgmental"
In 2002 the Guardian revealed that Christian fundamentalists had taken control of a state-funded school in Gateshead and were striving to "show the superiority" of creationist beliefs in their classes. When Jenny Tonge MP asked Tony Blair if he was happy that the Book of Genesis was now being promoted as the most reliable biology textbook, he replied: "Yes. . . In the end a more diverse school system will deliver better results for our children." This is the enfeebling consequence of unthinking cultural and intellectual relativism. If some schools start teaching that the moon is made of Swiss cheese or that the stars are God's daisy chain, no doubt that too will be officially welcomed as a healthy sign of educational diversity. 

5. Laissez-faire capitalism is the prerequisite for trade and prosperity
The International Monetary Fund may say so, as it imposes Thatcher-style solutions all over the world, but its own figures tell a different story. Its report on The World Economy in the 20th Century", published in 2000, includes a graph - printed very small, perhaps in the hope that no one would notice - which shows that the pre-Thatcherite period between 1950 and 1973 was by far the most successful of the century. This was an era characterised by capital controls, fixed exchange rates, strong trade unions, a large public sector and a general acceptance of government's role in demand management. The average annual growth in "per capita real GDP" throughout the world was 2.9% - precisely twice as high as the average rate in the two decades since then. 

6. Astrology and similar delusions are "harmless fun"
Those who say this never explain what is either funny or harmless in promoting a con-trick which preys on ignorance and anxiety. Yet even the Observer, Britain's most venerable and enlightened Sunday newspaper, now has a horoscope page. 

7. Thin air is solid
Charles Leadbeater's book Living on Thin Air (1999), a starry-eyed guide to the "weightless economy", was described by Peter Mandelson as "a blueprint for what a radical modernising project will entail in years to come". The dustjacket also carried a tribute from Tony Blair, hailing Leadbeater as "an extraordinarily interesting thinker" whose book "raises criticial questions for Britain's future". Three years later, after the pricking of the dotcom bubble, industry secretary Patricia Hewitt admitted that "industrial policy in [Labour's] first term of office was mistaken, placing too much emphasis on the dotcom economy at the expense of Britain's manufacturing base...The idea of Living on Thin Air was so much hot air." Tactfully, she forgot to mention that the chief hot-air salesman had been her own leader. 

8. Sentimental hysteria is a sign of emotional maturity
The psychotherapist Susie Orbach interpreted the 'floral revolution' outside Kensington Palace after Princess Diana's death as proof that we were "growing up as a nation". Will Hutton, radical social democrat and republican, said that the collective genuflection before a dead aristocrat showed that the British were "freeing ourselves from the reins of the past". The assumption is that emotional populism represents a new kind of collective politics. In fact, it is nothing more than narcissism in disguise. 

9. America's economic success is entirely due to private enterprise
In the 19th century, the American government promoted the formation of a national economy, the building of railroads and the development of the telegraph. More recently, the internet was created by the Pentagon. American agriculture is heavily subsidised and protected, as are the steel industry and many other sectors of the world's biggest "free-market economy". At times of economic slowdown, even under presidents who denigrate the role of government, the US will increase its deficit to finance expansionary fiscal and monetary policies. But its leaders get very cross indeed if any developing country tries to follow this example. 

10. "It could be you. . ."
This was the advertising slogan for the National Lottery, that monument to imbecility, which was introduced (fittingly enough) by John Major. And millions of British adults apparently believed it, even though the odds on winning the jackpot are 13m to one. It could be you. . . but it bloody well won't be. 
(( OK… so they are funny – and tragic too. For in one way these are beliefs that inform our society and guide our actions. “As a man thinks, so he is.” is a truism that is none-the less true. So Wheen claims that we should get back to the ‘cold clean air of the Enlightenment and its rationalism. If that is a solution then perhaps we had better look at it. 

Personally, my instant thought is that he may be engaging in a mere piece of romanticism, for the one thing I know about the Enlightenment is its insistence on rationality – and rationality depends on truth and there are some statements there whose veracity is in doubt – ‘the internet was created by the Pentagon’ – oh yes, ¿and the free interchange of ideas between university departments had nothing to do with it?

((








The Wheen- Comment – Slide 3

Still, maybe his idea is worth looking at so perhaps we had better find out what the Enlightenment was - But three preliminary points

1. One cannot go backwards in time.

a. (to try to do so is romantic nonsense)

b. There is a flow to history and I’ll talk more about it later

2. The enlightenment wasn’t a monolithic single idea

a. Different authorities set it at different times

i. ‘co terminal with the 18th Century (1700-1800)

ii. 1660-1815 – ended by the ‘Romantic Reaction’

iii. some carry it well into 19th Century and include Marx (1860) and Nietzsche ->1900 

b. I can’t do a three year course in 30 minutes so this is a scan, an overview

i. Therefore… very importantly: don’t get bogged down in the detail - While I am talking, follow the themes
3. Wheen’s comments are a reaction to Postmodernism

a. Post Modernism is a rejection of current dogma’

b. So was the Enlightenment

c. There are other similar rejections in history and maybe we can get some mileage out of comparing them

d.  This is intended to help us get a handle on how we live today and, more importantly, how we are to think and live as Christians today
¿ So what does Wheen want us to go back to ?

Slide 4:Intro Slide

Historical Background

1. As a man thinks, so he is - we are profoundly influenced by our philosophical environment

2. Everything begins with the Greeks - writing middle 20th century, A N Whitehead – “philosophy is 25 hundred centuries of footnotes to Plato” so what did Plato give us?

a. .Absolutes (upper and lower story/chairs – CHAIR and chairs)

b. Quantification – if you can measure it then you have a handle on it ‘middle C –256 cycles’ ‘green 540m-mu’ ‘water H2O’ – one of the paths to today’s  “scientism” – if you can’t measure it then it doesn’t exist

c. Theory of education – you are taught only what you need to be taught as a ‘useful citizen’ (soldiers to fight/women to weave/etc – and philosophers are the top of the tree and are to learn everything – especially the only important thing which is that ideas matter. (philosophy is ultimate/philosophers on top are essentially God)

3. Pass briefly over the centuries. 

a. Roman Empire became important. Christianity became important. Barbarians swept over much of Northern Europe. Islam swept over much of the old Roman Empire in the South. The Greek certainties were lost and to a European this period is called the ‘Dark Ages’ (bit of a parochial viewpoint - Islamic culture was flourishing and mathematics and astronomy were advancing rapidly)

b. Slowly out of the ferment grew something approaching Europe as we know it and by the 14th Century Christianity ruled over it. 

4. Then came the Renaissance, the rediscovery of Greek Thought 

a. (it had never really been lost, the Churchmen had known and used it and much of our theology from Augustine, Aquinas and others is based on it)

b. But it became available to those outside the cloisters and a humanist revolution occurred (NB not what we mean by humanist but a Christian based rejoicing in the self and the humanity of mankind)

c. The freedom for the individual to think also led to the Reformation. A recovery of biblical teaching against the shackles of orthodox religion rooted in the schoolmen who had rigidified Aquinas and the Latin fathers 

5. In the ensuing reformations and counter reformations and the re-organising of Europe one thing that had happened was that the increase in autonomy of the individual was slowly eroded as politics both left and right wing began to dominate life. Rigid autocracy in Catholic France and a puritanical (in the wrong way) restrictions leading to a dead pietism in the Protestant North. 

6. By about the 17th Century. Time was ripe for…

Slide 5: Overview(1)
1. The Enlightemnent: 

2. When?: 18th Century 

a. English writers of the period speak of “enlightening” and “enlightened peoples,” also of the “historical age”; 

b. in French l'âge de lumière, l'âge philosophique, siècle des lumières, siècle de la bienfaisance, siècle de l'humanité; 

c. in German Aufklärung and Zeitalter der Kritik; 

d. in Italian Illuminismo. 

e. Enlightenment denotes a historical period in the same sense as the terms Reformation, Renaissance, and Western Science. It is broadly co-extensive with the eighteenth century, beginning with the Glorious Revolution of 1688, the writings of Locke and Bayle, and ending with either the Declaration of Independence of 1776 or the French Revolution of 1789 or the defeat of post revolutionary France in 1815 and the ‘romantic reaction’ 

f. Although some would include Marx and Niestche and carry it right up to 1900

3. Where?: in Northern Europe

4. What: 

a. The first thing I need to try and convey was the feeling of excitement that spread over Northern Europe. Here were new ideas, here was where it was at. The old certainties seem to have left us in a rut, going round and round on the same endless treadmill. But here was something new.

b. The French Revolution was welcomed by freethinkers across Europe as marking the dawning of a New Idea. WordsWorth Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive/But to be young was very heaven! 

c. Some Names: 

i. In France; Diderot amd D’Alembert, Voltaire and Rousseau 

ii. In England; Hutcheson, Hume, Bentham, Gibbon the historian, Adam Smith, Locke

iii. Kant in Germany, etc

d. They claimed to have bought the ancients to fruition, but not by imitation: rather by progression. Indeed, Voltaire rejected Greek Philosophy out of hand because the Greeks failed to solve social and political problems

e. Social change was happening, in particular science was beginning to produce answers and technology to improve the material conditions, produce more efficient agriculture but it the old social structures could not contain the new wine.

f. As often in these sorts of movements, the diagnosis is correct, it is the prescription that is questionable

5. Lets put some flesh on that brief outline: Among the things I am trying to do here are two main ones. Firstly that it was exciting and new, secondly it wasn’t monolithic but rather a ferment – not single set but a vast mixture of different ideas

6. <quote>The Enlightenment was a self- conscious and highly articulate movement, presenting common basic conceptions, a common methodological approach, and reform proposals based on commonly held values. Its thought is basically a social philosophy, starting from social premises, concerned with social ends, and viewing everything, even religion and art in social terms<end quote>

7. Continental thinkers like to take as the starting-point of modern thought man's three “humiliations,” namely, 
a. the recognition that the earth is not the centre of the universe; 
b. that man, rather than being created in the divine image, is a creature of nature like the other animals
c. that his reason is subject to the passions and subconscious urges.
8. In the view of the Enlightenment these “humiliations” appear as intellectual conquests which spell out man's peculiar responsibilities: these are 
a. the scientific discovery of truths, 
b. the realization of individual happiness in a viable society,
c. the exploration of the conditions and limits of liberty. 
Slide 6:Overview(2)
9. In place of a static conception of a divine, immutable order a new sociological perspective takes over; society and culture are regarded as products of history, i.e., of man's free and creative will, and as subject to change. The existence of man in society, what he is, and what he can do, become the basic questions to be explored. 
a. “Instead of following the high a priori road [of metaphysical or religious enquiry], would it not be better humbly to investigate the desires, fears, passions and opinions of the human being, and to discover from them what means an able legislator can employ to connect the private happiness of each individual with the observance of those laws which secure the well-being of the whole?” (Gibbon)

10. Progress and Perfectibility. 

a. Man is susceptible of improvement and has in himself a principle of progression and a desire for perfection.... He is in some measure the artificer of his own frame as well as his fortune, and is destined from the first age of his being to invent and contrive

b. The human condition is not necessarily immutable or retrogressive owing to the Fall. On the contrary, undeniable and cumulative progress can be seen to occur in the fields of science, technology, and the applied arts. Progress is a fact of history. The cosmos evolves, the species is transformed, the individual grows from helpless imperfection to his full stature. Mechanical and bio- logical models and analogies irresistibly influence the understanding of the historical process. What distinguishes mankind particularly from the animal world says Buffon, is the perfectibility of the species and of the institutions of society

11. Nature. Nature, reason, liberty, and utility are pre-eminently among the most used keywords of the period. But There is scarcely a word that is used in a vaguer way than that of Nature... hardly ever does it attach itself to a precise idea. One speaks of nature and natural history in the context of religion, the soul, the law, reason, sentiment, taste, virtue, happiness, innocence, society, providence, physical necessity, order, and liberty. The concept is brandished as a weapon in the urge to free mankind from the curse of original sin, against the world of conventions and of tradition, as, e.g., superstition, prejudice, the belief in miracles and the reliance on grace and revelation, the hierarchical order of society and governmental constraints of all kinds; all these are rejected as being unnatural. At the same time, nature imposes its own constraints, not only through physical necessity, not only by way of an aristocratic Epicureanism, but in the Puritan values of the rising commercial bourgeoisie; work, frugality, usefulness, sexual morality, and benevolence are regarded as natural.

12. Liberty. The concept of liberty is hardly less ambiguous than that of nature. For some thinkers of the eighteenth century like Mandeville, Helvétius, and de Sade, it means the negative freedom from constraint and the right to self-realization. For others, like Schiller, it is self-perfection. There is a rather general consensus that the progress of civilization is due to individual initiative and spontaneous inventiveness. Liberty of action and of thought are the prerequisites for bringing about great things. However, in contrast with the rhetoric of Rousseau and the French Revolution, liberty is not regarded as an attribute of human nature. It is a gift of culture, inseparable from civilized society, the great achievement of European history 

13. Though a precious gift of culture, liberty, for the Enlightenment, is not an end in itself. It is a means to the attainment of happiness, a necessary, though not a sufficient, condition of the good life. However, if the individual is to be free from restraint, is liberty not incompatible with order and good government? Locke had already rejected Filmer's definition of “`liberty' for everyone to do as he lists, to live as he pleases, and not to be tied by any law”; he called such a condition “the perfect condition of slavery.” In Locke's view, “Liberty is to be free from restraint and violence from others, which cannot be where there is no law” (Of Civil Government [1690], Book II, Chs. IV and VI). According to Hume only the madman is fully free  

14. Summary

a. .A rejection of fixed ‘stagnant’ knowledge 

b. .Reliance on the mind of man

c. Rejection of any external authority

d. .….bit like Postmodernism – come back to that

15. So where did it go and what happened?

a. French Revolution: 

b. “Declaration of Rights of man and citizens” adopted August 1798

NB. (Re-say it)

The French Revolution was welcomed by freethinkers across Europe as marking the dawning of a New Idea. WordsWorth Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive/But to be young was very heaven!
Slide 7: Ideas

I want to look at the thought of the enlightenment in a different way

1. The arrogance of man. This is the main idea I want to get across here, Arrogance of man and rejection of God
2. The Enlightenment – also called 
a. The Age of Exploration, 
b. The Age of Reason 

3. The pervasive appeal, as expressed by Voltaire, was to the
a. autonomy of reason 

b. perfectibility and progress 

c. confidence in the ability to discover causality 

d. principles governing nature, man and society 

e. assault on authority 

f.  cosmopolitan solidarity of enlightened intellectuals 

g. disgust with nationalism. 

4. English deism, however, was more pervasive in the Enlightenment. It emphasized an impersonal deity, natural religion and the common morality of all human beings. Deism was a logical outgrowth of scientific inquiry, rational faith in humanity, and the study of comparative religion. All religions could be reduced to worship God and a commonsense moral code. There was a universal natural religion.
5. Yet, it was David Hume, the Englishman, who cut the ground from under his deist friends (Natural History of Religion). Natural religion rested on the basic assumption that man is guided by the dictates of reason. Mind is the scene of the uniform play of motive. The motives of man are quantitatively and qualitatively the same at all times and in all places. An empirical study of the nature of man, said Hume, reveals not an identical set of motives but a confusion of impulses, not an orderly cosmos but chaos. The elemental passion, hopes and fears is the root of religious experience. Religions may be socially convenient but being rooted in sentiment they lack the validity of scientific generalization. A rational religion is a contradiction in terms. 
6. Hume here comes close to demolishing the entire rationalist philosophy of the Enlightenment--its natural rights, its self-evident truths and its universal and immutable laws of morality.
a. This is part of what I mean by saying that it was not a single set of ideas – so Wheen’s ‘let us get back to the clean air of the enlightenment’ is actually not a very meaningful statement. He is seeing the ‘Enlightenment’ through romantic glasses
7. The Scientific Revolution 

a. Example only: One twenty year period 1765-1785 – just looking at highlights in science
i. People: Watt, Priestly, Cavendish, Galvani, Mesmer, Lavoisier, Banks, Montgolfier, Cook 1770
ii.  Discoveries and inventions:Nickel, Oxygen, Nitrogen, Chlorine – bleach. Steam engines, Steam cars, lathes, iron bridges, water turbines, rifles, torpedoes, first children’s hospital, Discovery that semen required for fertilization – artificial insemination, discovery of Uranus, hot air balloons, power loom, constituents of air and water 
8. Age of Reason. 

a. The Enlightenment has frequently been arraigned for its overemphasis on abstract reason and its neglect of imagination. Its representative thinkers break with the rationalism and the esprit de système of those who precede them. 

b. The word reason... has different significations: 

i. sometimes it is taken for true and clear principles; 

ii. sometimes for clear and fair deductions from those principles; 

iii.  sometimes for the cause, and particularly the final cause.

iv. <quote Locke>“It is of great use to the sailor to know the length of his line, though he cannot with it fathom all the depths of the ocean. It is well he knows that it is long enough to reach the bottom at such places as are necessary to direct his voyage, and caution him against running upon shoals that may ruin him. Our business here is not to know all things, but those which concern our conduct. If we can find out those measures whereby a rational creature, put in that state which man is in in this world, may and ought to govern his opinions, and actions depending thereon, we need not be troubled that some other things escape our knowledge”  (Book I, Ch. I, Para. 6)

v. Locke's investigation of human understanding is thus part of the science of human nature which comes to characterize the Enlightenment: It serves as the basis for practical conduct; and though the formulation here given seems to point to individual conduct, in practice, because of the weaknesses inherent in individual reasoning, it points to the science of the legislator as the only area in which contriving and reforming man is not necessarily out of his depth.

9. Happiness and Utility. The science of human nature and the science of the legislator supply the key also to the ethics and politics of the Enlightenment. 

a. Its moral thought is based upon the principle of utility, the greatest happiness of the greatest number. For Locke, the fundamental interests (he expresses them still in terms of the law of nature) are the preservation of the individual and of mankind. To that end, freedom under the law, equality of individuals, and justice among them (pacta sunt servanda) are required: “... being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in life, health, liberty or possessions” (Of Civil Government, Book II, Ch. II). 

b. The science of human nature lays bare man's basic propensities, namely self- interest and sympathy. Both these qualities, says Hume, are useful to the individual and to society, and it is their utility that makes people virtuous. Like Liberty, “Virtue is considered as means to an end” (Hume, Treatise, Book III, Part III, Sec. VI), namely the happiness or well-being of the individuals composing society.

c. For the thinkers in the utilitarian mainstream there is no identity of human desires or interests. 

i. Man's selfishness, his insatiable avidity for acquiring power and possessions for himself and his group, if left to itself, is destructive of society. 

ii. Therefore, it must be restrained and regulated through institutions governing property, rights, obligations, etc.; it is the science of the legislator, based on experience and reflection, which suggests the right balance between warring interests. 

iii.  Provided security is created by the legislator without unduly restraining spontaneous individual activity, “an invisible hand” leads man “to promote an end which was no part of his intention,” that is, socially desirable ends. 

iv. What ends are conducive to the well-being of society, can be discerned from past general and national experience and the observation of consequences; ie rationally: on this basis it is possible to advise the legislator on what regulations to promote and which to avoid. 

v. However, what acts are conducive to the perfection of the individual except in his role of a citizen, is no concern of the legislator, nor does utilitarianism have much to offer on this subject 

Slide 8:Critique

1. So where did it go and what happened?

a. French Revolution: 

i. “Declaration of Rights of man and citizens” adopted August 1789

ii. Storming of the Bastille July 1789

1. This was seen as incredibly exciting by many in Europe, the beginning of the dawn of the ‘New Age’ –even Kant, so regular in his habits that the townsfolk of Koenigsberg literally could and did set their clocks by him postponed his afternoon walk on hearing the momentous news

iii. The ‘terror’ the guillotine, within 3 years bloodshed which only ended when those who had started it also (literally) lost their heads.
iv. The government that followed was hardly any better and very shortly afterwards Napoleon and tyranny – hardly an auspicious beginning.
2. Lets review that slide again but try putting some eternal truths into It  ((
3. Rejection of ‘stagnant’ ‘certainties’… the Enlightenment has been described as the ‘flight from authority’; a deliberate and principled rejection of the authority of anything and everything except human reason. No more eternal truths. Well:
a.  let me make a point about eternal truths. They are eternal. The use of the word ‘stagnant’ to describe something old is actually an emotional fogging of the issue
b. the word ‘certainties’: if they are truly certain then to reject them is plain stupidity. However, a ‘certainty’ is something that is perceived and denoted by humanity and thus may not be truly certain
c. Of course, when humans are involved with the making of certainties, then we have to investigate their validity, but such an investigation should be unbiased and not proceed from a presupposition – let me repeat part of that quote about the Enlightenment. “Its thought is basically a social philosophy, starting from social premises, concerned with social ends, and viewing everything, even religion and art in social terms”. 
i. The futility of thinking that there is only one way to view anything is best illustrated by the kettle question. “Why is the kettle boiling?”
1. Electrical energy in the element is being converted into heat energy, which in turn, in raising the temperature the water, is being converted into the latent heat of vaporisation and incidentally some is being dissipated as steam as the average speed of the water molecules increases so as to overcome the surface tension energy and allow them to escape
2. I wanted to make a cup of tea.
ii. Both equally valid answers and both equally true. So, as always, we need to look much more carefully at ideas based on a single viewpoint
d. However, humanity often does get set in it’s thinking and accretes superstitions and habits without realising what they are doing. Examples: The alchemists search for the transmutation of base metals to gold, the search for the elixir of life, flat earth, the aether, the phlogiston theory, the indivisibility of the atom, the search for point omega and ‘superior man’ come to mind. Any look at history and the problems of a particular period leaves you wondering ‘How could they have thought that?’ and I dare say future ages will say the same about us. – As I said before, often the diagnosis is correct, it is the prescription that is wrong.
4. Controls: I want to look a little more closely at the controls they rejected and the controls they used 

a. God: There was a belief that a revolt against God would lead to the removal of the power of the church and rejection of the outmoded superstition which cloud men’s minds and holds them in slavery. The two things they wanted to remove were probably good and necessary things to remove, but the secret agenda is given away by the intention to remove God. It wasn’t merely a throwing the baby out with the bath-water, it was an attempt to destroy the bath. To destroy the actual framework inside which all else happens. 

i. We don’t lose ‘just Jesus – a good ethics teacher’ and ‘pie in the sky hope of heaven’ we lose any ability to come before God, to worship Him and enjoy him forever. We lose our very souls

ii. But it is not just the realm of guilt and salvation that are affected here;. Colossians says that in him all things cohere – stick together. When he took his attention off it for a moment at the point of his death on the cross, all sorts of things started going wrong ‘existence raved’ as one of the commentators puts it. Hebrews says ‘upholding all things by his word of power’

iii. The miracles we read about, from the long day in Joshua and the clock going back 15( for Hezekiah, the calming of the storm, the healing of the man born blind all pale into insignificance beside two other actions: 

1. Creation of something from nothing 

2. Resurrection from the dead

b. Society: there was a belief that society is the only moulding force and that rejection of past societal controls (often invoked by the church – or so they claimed) would free man from slavery and outmoded ideas and patterns of thinking which lock them into oppression. There were two ideas here

i. Man is perfectible.- as a Christian this is true – but only through the work of Christ continuing in our lives – never by our own actions

ii. But in the meantime – during the process of perfection. We use ‘Utilitarianism’ – the best good for the greatest number of people’ as a measure of what controls ‘we’ have to put on man. (‘we’ being the legislators)

iii. Problems with this. We agree with them that man is not yet perfect, but we disagree that by himself – by his own actions that man can perfect himself, we do not reject the fact that man is Fallen and 

1. among other things that means he is incapable of perfection

2. We cannot operate a situation ethic – the best good for the greatest number – 

a. Without some guidance we do not know what is ‘good’ let alone the ‘greatest good’

b. We can not know what is greatest good – we can’t see the future

c. We can’t work out all the possible permutations of actions and effects, we are just not big enough

3. Even if we could, we have been given some boundaries. It is never right for us as individuals to kill someone else so that the majority are better off. I am not speaking here of the government’s right to wield the sword to maintain justice and punish the criminal (Rom 13) but the idea that this baby should die that the mother have a less stressed life. That those Iraqi’s should die that America’s anguish of 9/11 should be assuaged.

4. what gives some men the right to be legislators over the rest? (shades of Plato here!)

5. Finally the old Latin tag ‘quis custodiet ipse custodies’. Who guards the guards? What protection do ‘the rest’ have from fallible legislators?

c. Man ‘measure of all things’ – I think I have dealt with this in the previous bit on ‘Society’ I would just add in Ephesians ‘All things were made by him and for him’
d. Man the subject of all things (ie the reason for them) We know that this is fundamentally untrue. Everything was created by and for Jesus (Ephesians 1) not for us and certainly not by us. And yet this is the lure of the enlightenment thought, to remake everything as we need it to be. So that we can say not only is it created for us but it is created by us. Fundamentally the problem is that in rejecting all forms of authority we also reject the authority of the legislator. As that isn’t possible, we thus all want to be legislators 
i. This as an attitude has led to many of the environmental pollution problems that we have today, 
1. Beginning with the plain fact of just too many people
2.  Exacerbated by the fact of two much of the wealth and resources in the hand of the few. – Everyone wants to be a legislator

3. With no control on greed – being in charge myself yet not actually having the knowledge and wisdom then ecological disasters are necessarily going to happen. Caspian Sea etc

Slide 9 - Results

It seems to be part of the condition of mankind that we try and rest on our laurels, try and stick in a rut rather than be and become the kind of people God wants us to be. It is even more part of our character that those in charge want to restrict even the thinking of those ‘under’ them. History is full of times when ‘the establishment’ has tried to codify rules for behaviour and control even the way we think and someone has come along to try and break the sterility that results. 

In one way, we can see Jesus’ ministry in this light. Inter-testamental Judaism had attempted to rigidly codify the Law given by God at Sinai and had turned a description of Israelite relationships with God and each other into a rigid code of ‘you must do this’. Jesus repeated ‘you have heard it said… but I say’ and his condemnation of those who made the law null and void by making it into rules devised by men are examples of what I mean here. Of course that is only one way to view Jesus’ ministry and it is not the most important way – but it is a way.

There are several periods of history where the old-established certainties have been challenged.

1. Renaisance (‘rediscovery’ of Greek Ideas)

2. Reformation

3. Enlightenment

a. Romantic rejection (too much concentration on reason, man is an artistic being too)

4. Nietzsche (z is optional – leastways you’ll find references to him with and without a z)

5. Post-Modernism

Right back at the beginning: talking about Francis Wheen. I said his ‘why don’t we go back to the cold clean air of the Enlightenment’ was a reaction to Post-Modernism.

Nietzsche has been called ‘The Father of Post Modernism’ so I want to just make a comment about one aspect of his thought and then look at where we are today

Nietszche looked at the Enlightenment nearly a century later and  (for the purposes of this discussion) said two things.

1. You claimed to throw away God yet you kept Christian Morality. ¿ From where did you get your morality? To do what you did is completely illogical. Ultimately you should throw away God and all the baggage that comes with God and start again

2. Actually, you didn’t throw God away, you just transferred all the ‘god-bits’ from an external being to your own rationality. You made ‘Reason’ your God and carried all the baggage of Christianity with it. What you must do is really throw it away and start again. 

All these have one thing in common… they are a reaction to the past and an attempt to free up what are perceived as the shackles of the past. 

In my mind; very frequently, if not always, The diagnosis is more or less right but the Prescription is incorrect

Slide 10 - Today

The diagnosis is more or less right but the Prescription is incorrect

Today we are faced with Post Modernism – what Wheen reacted to - so I want to just want to expand this a bit…. 

One of the results of the Enlightenment has been to make rationality central.

To make rationality central has led to ‘Modernism’ One definition of Modernism is that it embraces the idea that everything can be measured (back to the Greeks again!). This idea led to Western Optimism – ‘we can make our own future’ and then when 2 world wars suggested that perhaps we fail too often; to Western Pessimism and in one direction to ‘Nihilism’ –all there is is me and nothing matters at all. In another direction it has led to a sterile ultimate version of it (Western Optimism), which is ‘Scientism’ that basically says ‘if I can’t measure it then it doesn’t exist at all’. (Dawkins… nothing other than science can have anything to say about reality – therefore religion is an evil…. so where does that statement come from – it isn’t a scientific statement, it is not a thing that can be measured)

Throwing out God was actually throwing out the organising principle

 ‘New Age’ thinking is a rather woolly reaction to modernism (GKC if they don’t worship God then the won’t worship nothing, they will worship Anything)(Augustine’s cross-shaped hole in our hearts)

Post Modernism is a more formalised reaction to modernism.

But I think PostModernism has also gone too far. I cannot see how we can discuss anything if everything is merely a story in the mind of the author and only that for the author and for that moment of telling. If there is no commonality then I cannot see how we can communicate at all. The only rule for postmodernism – that ‘there are no rules at all’ is a self-contradiction that has to be worked out

However: I do see the reaction against the sterility of modernism as both a necessary and a good thing. I wonder what good things will come out of it. I don't think we can yet see, we are too close to it.

Slide 11: Conclusions

So what should we, as Christians, be thinking and doing in the face of this?

Firstly, we must avoid extremes.

I remember a lecture by Dr Schaeffer long ago where he was looking at the flower-power romanticism of the sixties and saying that the future might well bring a rightwing backlash against this leftwing reaction. His point was that we must never be out on any secular extreme. If the powers that be are into repression we must be into freedom. If the philosophy that rules is into individualism we must be into responsibility. If our culture is into control and repression of the individual we must stand with Voltaire who famously said, ‘I disagree with what you say with my whole being, but I defend to the death your right to say it’. We might be drawn to individual freedoms, but if our culture is going that way into ‘leave me alone to do my own thing and the devil take the hindermost’ we need to be reminding them of our responsibilities towards God and towards each other. We must look after the poor and disadvantaged. The scriptures call us not to be neutral in our judgements but to be biased for the poor, for the fatherless, for the widow. 

Secondly, There is a flow to History. But it isn’t the one our culture hopes. Our society has inherited the idea that it is progress and progress is ‘upwards’. It is essential to our cultural understanding of everything through the tinted glasses of evolution that we are getting better… This idea forgets that the direction of progress is not a given. For progress to be ‘upwards’ is merely a hope, there is no logical reason why evolution should move in any direction. There is no logical reason why the direction of progress cannot be ‘downwards’. Ultimately Physics and Chemistry define the future as an increase in entropy [[<equals> an increase in disorder]] and to a physicist this increase in order which life on this planet represents is merely a local inconsistency in space-time. – That is a statement about the physics and chemistry.  But we also have the bible telling us that evil increases; that men evolve in the direction of evil both individually and culturally and it takes a massive act of God to reverse that flow. Certainly we see in these revolutions that each one is a further turn down the screw…. Renaissance->humanism: Reformation->repression and pietism: Enlightenment->Terror;  then Nietzsche-> Pessimism and Modernism; Post Modernism ->???? (too close to see)

Thirdly, instead of just listening to me, read some of these sources yourselves. CS Lewis has an essay about reading the old masters where he points out that each age has its own problems and its own blind spots. By definition we cannot easily see our own blind spot but we certainly will not see it unless we try and get a perspective on history and the flow of thinking. And the best way to do that is to read the original works not by relying on a modern synopsis. The great writers are much more understandable than you might expect, - that is one of the reasons for their greatness

Fourthly. Back in the slide ‘Critique’ I said we had to investigate situations and ideas. I have just mentioned ‘blind spots’. What we investigate must include Evangelical Christianity itself. How much of what you hear and read that reaches you with a ‘Christian’ label is actually Biblical? In the last point I mentioned the reading of the original sources. For a Christian the Bible is the sourcebook. Its light should guide everything we think and do. We must develop a Biblical world view and we can only do that by referring to our sourcebook.  It isn’t necessarily easy, but we do have promises, in the same book which says ‘All scripture is God-breathed and profitable that God’s people may be equipped for every Good work’ (2 Timothy) also says ‘Study hard and the Holy Spirit will give you insight’. And don’t forget that the Holy Spirit has been working these 20 centuries and do therefore read the Great Christian Writers too. Just be careful that you see the blind spots of their age and remain a ‘Christian’ rather than becoming – say – a Calvinist, or follow St Julian of Norwich rather than following Christ 

Finally, I said it takes a massive act of God to reverse the direction of man’s natural flow to evil. We celebrate this action of God now at Easter and rejoice that we are saved. 

BUT: we must remember not just who we are but whose we are. The point here is that we are not our own, but having been purchased with a price, we are to be servants of Christ and be doing the things that God sets before us. We do not have a rigid book of rules, ‘do this, don’t do that.’ We have a God who wants us to grow up to consider the weightier matters of the law. To grow up into being His people, to become Salt and Light to the world. Yes, it does say ‘Work out your salvation in fear and trembling’ but it goes on to say ‘for it is God who works in us to will and to do His good pleasure.’ And Jesus also says ‘I am with you, even to the end of the world’

In reality our calling is to be obedient to God and that is what the bible is about

The lodestone we must use is Gods Word, the bible, for in it we discover what means are lawful and what goals are good. 

 

These  points reiterate in questions:

· It isn’t a ‘Do A’, ‘Do B’, ’Don’t do C’ kind of rule book. It is a book that requires us to learn about God and his ways, to learn how to please Him by finding out who he is.  To find out how to be obedient to him. to discover what means are lawful and what goals are good

· That requires us to do proper exegesis – working out what it means – then we can find out what God wants of us

· (To a Christian, individuals are important for they are eternal. Other things like philosophy, science and technology are ephemeral - and particularly in the context of Enlightenment belief Society is not the be all and end all, the individual before God is important)
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