The Death and Resurrection of Christianity 4/9/08

CHAPTER 2:
THE END OF THE WORLD As WE KNow IT:
LIFE IN AN AGE OF COLLAPSING PARADIGMS

It’s the end of the world as we know it (and | feel fine).
R.E.M.
Hit Singleg Released in 1987

Paradigm 1_Definition

par-a-digm [par-uh-dahym, -dim] n. 1. One that serves as a pattern or model.

2. A set or list of all the inflectional forms of a word or of one of its grammatical
categories: the paradigm of an irregular verl3. A set of assumptions, concepts,
values, and practices that constitutes a way of viewing reality for the community

that shares them, especially in an intellectual discipline. From paradeiknunai it o
compapae0 : Aal odeksunad e i® o UsabeoNote:0Since the
1960s, paradigmhas been used in science to refer to a theoretical framework.*

Why Talk About Paradigms?

The next three chapters T after this one T will be examining the collapse of several paradigms
t hat have defined the Churchés understanding
probably worth askingtheque st i on, AWhy tal k about paradi gms:?:

A discussion of the concept of paradigms may sound a bit esoteric and maybe even a little off
point. But in fact it is neither. Call them paradigms, world views, or mental models. Whatever
you call them, if we want to get to the heart of Truth, we have to talk about paradigms.
Paradigms are the way we think about truth. Paradigms are the way we interpret our perceptions
ofreal i tiyiinl 6ddis DRAway.t o t hi nk

What is Truth??
Pontius Pilate
Governor of the RonmaProvince of Judaea, 36 A.D.

What is Reality?
The Firesign Theater
Fromd 52y Qi / NHzaK ¢KIFG 561 NF>X I IyR a$S ¢KS

! paradigm. (n.d.). The American Heritage® Dictionary of the@lish Language, Fourth EditiofRetrieved
November 27, 2006, from Dictionary.com website: http://dictionary.reference.com/search?q=paradigm&r=66.
2

John 18:38.
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The words Atrutho and fArealityo are commonly
while they are integrally related, they really are two very different things. If we were to look at
them in the form of a mathematical equation, the relationship might be expressed like this:

T =R + M (Truth Equals Reality Plus Meaning)

With apologies to Agent Fox Mulder of The X-Files itds not the ATrut ho t
A R e ad Andt while we are borrowing phrases from old T.V. shows and comedy albums, we
might borrow a line from Officer Joe Friday of Dragnetand say t hat Real ity i

without any meaning attributed to them.

But we human beings do not like our reality unfiltered. Our mi nds -ws e 0fl taor dd e v
paradigms. We are meaning-seeking creatures: driven to understand how and why things relate

together the way they do and to create conceptual systems based on our experience and

observation of the world. It is this understanding of the hows and whys and relationships of

reality that are what we mean by Truth.

In fact, we so depend upon such understanding that we will create such conceptual systems even
in the face of minimal experience and a paucity of observations. For example, rather than
accepting that major natural disasters are just expressions of random chaos at work in the world,
we call them acts of God. We find it easier to attribute poverty to character traits of the poor
(e.g., laziness) than to accept that their poverty and our prosperity might be as much a product of
luck as anything else. When a woman is sexually assaulted by a stranger, we are tempted to ask
if she was wearing something revealing or acting in some way seductive. Creating paradigms in
this way gives us the illusion of predictability and control.

Paradigms: The Truths that Help Us Negotiate Reality

We create and depend upon paradigms, at least in part, because they help us negotiate our way

through the world around us more effectively. As with walking, if we were to have to think about

each step before we took it, our minds would be preoccupied with putting one foot in front of the

other. We literally would not be able to chew bubble gum and walk at the same time. But once
wefigeto how wal king wor ks, we can move it 0L
conscious thinking processes on more important questions, like, fi \Were are we g o i nagd? O

AAr e we t Pardigms arg thet cGnceptual models we have developed to explain and

predict how reality works. They provide a framework upon which we can organize and integrate

new experiences and observations. They also provide our lives with a greater sense of
predictabi | ity and control, knowing that i f we d
Simply put: in our experience, paradigms work.
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The Problem with Paradigms: Confusing Truth with Reality

Paradigms seem to work so well for us, so much of the time, that we sometimes confuse our
paradigms of reality with reality itself. Just like the glasses or contacts many of us wear, we
forget that we have them on. And while that may be very understandable, it may have some
pretty negative consequences: anyone who has fallen asleep in their contacts can tell you, it
makes for sore eyes and fuzzy vision in the morning.

Similarly, when we lose sight of the provisional nature of our paradigms, and begin to think of
them as timeless and immutable, we can become very reactive when we are faced with new

experiences that donot fit t he ol d&epagbeadi gm.

suspicious of anomalous observations that threaten the old way of seeing things. Our attachment
to the old paradigm may be so strong that it renders us blind to any experiences or observations
that might call it into question. Or worse, we may be so attached to our paradigm that we may

holdontoitlong afterithasdiedand be tempted to fAkill the

with the truth of the loss of our beloved paradigm. But our denial cannot stop the accumulation
of discordant observations and experiences that the old paradigm cannot explain. Sooner or later
T usually later, human nature being what it is T the weight of the evidence becomes so great that
the old paradigm collapses under its own weight. It is only then, when we have recognized its
death and given it a decent burial, with a nice eulogy about how well it served us in its day, that a
new paradigm can arise. Until that point, the time and energy we put into keeping its rotting
corpse propped up and walking around distracts us from the more complete understanding that a
new paradigm might provide, if we would only let it be born.

It often happens that the universal belief of one age -

a belief from which no one was free or could be free
without an extraordinary effort of genius or courage —
becomes to a subsequent age so palpable an absurdity

that the only difficulty is to imagine
how such an idea could ever have appeared credible.
John Stuart Mill
English ethical theorist, philosopher, economist and logician.-1808

It sounds melodramatic, but this is essentially the way Thomas Kuhn in his book The Structure
of Scientific Revolutions®, explained the process of individual and collective denial that has
historically occurred when major paradigms have shifted. Some dismissed the incongruous data
as measurement errors (when they arose in their own experiments). Others attacked the
competence or motivation of the researcher (when anomalies arose in othersd experiments).

® Kuhn, Thomas S. (1996). The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
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Some appeared to fAadjust o t herulinggpdradigm(Qthers t | y

worked heroically to adapt the old paradigm to fit new data by introducing corollaries or
constants. In some cases, r e s e a cominignenstdthe old paradigm was so strong it actually
rendered them incapable of perceiving the data that did not fit. And these reactions were not
limited to individual scientists. Resisters of change tended to be drawn to other like-minded
scientists, eventually forming factions to oppose any consideration abandoning the old, ruling
paradigm. Because of these tendencies, shifts in scientific paradigms have almost always been
met with massive resistance at best to pitched battle at worst.

Kuhn also noted that in a time of paradigm shift there would be other scientists who had a
different reaction to emerging experimental discrepancies in the ruling paradigm. These
scientists would formulate i often in a very intuitive manner 7 and propose i often fairly
aggressively i alternative paradigms to account for those discrepancies. Often several alternate
paradigms would be formed. Some would be truly radical departures from the ruling paradigm.
Some would be merely the old paradigm repackaged and sold as new. Some would be mutually
exclusive. The one thing the shared was that each would be championed with great hubris by
their promoters. And just as with the i ¢ 0 n s e rsoremtists| facteods of these A pr o g r
theorists tended to form to defend their positions.

But when the new paradigm finally emerged, it was neither exactly what the reactionaries feared
nor what the radicals were advocating. Rather, there were usually to be found in the new
paradigm some aspects of the heavily-defended ruling paradigm, some aspects of the heavily
promoted proposed paradigms, and i this is the interesting part i some aspects that neither side
expected.

So if scientists T those who we think of as the epitome of open-minded objectivity i respond to
shifts in the understanding of reality with such a high level of reactive subjectivity, how could
we expect the rest of us to be any less reactive and subjective in our responses?

Understanding the Signs and Portents of Our Times

Understanding human reactivity is the key to understanding where we are today, in the world
generally and in the church specifically. It is the nature of human beings and human
organizations to resist change of any kind. But when our paradigms 1 the truth about reality as
we have come to understand it T are challenged, we fight that change tooth and nail. The more
our understanding needs to shift, the stronger our reaction against it. It has happened with every
great shift in scientific understanding. It has happened in theological understanding. And when
both are happening at once the reactions are even stronger.
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Witness the Churchdés angry reaction to Galile
that earth was not the center of the universe, as the Church at the time believed to be the case. To

be fair, at one point most scientists also had believed the earth was at the center of the universe,

and their initial reaction to the new findings was not all that welcoming either. They just had a

few extra years to get used to the change. Hi st ori ans of the period
pronouncements of hisf i ndi ngs wer e sarcastically dismiss
matter. The Churchdés hostile reaction to Galileo
defiance as it did with the actual positions he was espousing. This hardening to public criticism

is also typical of institutional reactions to the attacks on dearly held paradigms that often precede

their collapse.

May You Live In Interesting Times
Ancient Chinesel@&ssing and Curse

Today we are living in interesting times T in both senses of that oft-mentioned ancient Chinese
saying which was reputed to be pronounced as a simultaneous blessing and curse upon the
recipient. We are living in an age of rapidly shifting paradigms. Paradigms T our systems of
thinking about how the world works 1 that have served us well for hundreds, if not thousands, of
years no longer seem to connect with reality as we have come i and are still coming 1 to know it.
Our knowledge of the nature of reality is changing faster than the capacity of many of our
paradigms to adapt. Paradigms which are flexible enough to incorporate this new knowledge
may survive i changed, perhaps significantly, but with their cores intact. Paradigms which are
too rigid to accommodate these new understandings wind up collapsing under their own dead
weight.

Just about every field of human endeavor T from physics to politics, from art to psychology T is
experiencing this shifting of the sands underfoot. And theology is no exception.

The Church understands its reality through paradigms. The field of theology T Aif ai t h s eeki
understanding, 0 as Auig primdrily inehe lsinese of dbvelspmg i b e d
paradigms which attempt to describe the spiritual realities that Christians have experienced: the

nature of God, the nature of Christ, the nature of G o d Spisit, the nature of the world, the nature

of humankind, and many other issues. The understandings that have emerged from theology have

in turn profoundly affected the way the Church has understood its role and mission in the world,

its understanding of faith and what it means to be a community of faith, its relationship to other

faith communities (especially Judaism, the faith that gave it birth), and more. But just as in other

fields of knowledge, theological paradigms are still only paradigms, only human approximations

of a reality which only God can fully know. Theological paradigms are not the reality they seek

to represent, not the reality itself. The Church confuses the two at its own peril. Just as in other

fields of knowledge, the Church must be willing to bury its paradigms when they die.
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| believe that at least three of the paradigms that have long governed the way the Church
understands its identity and mission are in various stages of collapse. One is on the verge of
collapse, one is in the process of collapsing, and one died centuries ago but its ghost lingers to
haunt us (I 6 | | | et y 0 U g)uTdesesparasigms arveh(in reverse wrderi ot their
historical appearance):

1. Foundationalism (a.k.a. Modernism): This paradigm, which emerged out of the
Enlightenment movement of seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Western Europe,
assumed that all knowledge could and should be grounded in foundational and
indisputable first principles that were self-evident to any rational person. In the Church,
this took the form of the assumption that it was possible and necessary to ground
Christian belief in absolute certainty.

2. Christendom (a.k.a. Constantinianism): This paradigm, which began to emerge in the
second century with the Apologists and many of the Church Fathers, held that
Christianity ought to provide the organizing principle of society and the guiding principle
of culture. It became a reality in the fourth century when Emperor Constantine fused
church and state for the first time.

3. Religion. It may seem odd to refer to religion as a paradigm, but to the earliest Church it
was an open question as to whether it would be a movement organized around individual
and corporate relationship with Christ (a movement that could exist within other
religions, such as Judaism) or whether it would be organized as a separate and distinct
religion. The latter had won out by the end of the second century.

The church, too, is living in interesting times. The collapse of these three paradigms presents the
church with both curse and blessing, both danger and opportunity.

The danger is obvious and immediate: schism. On pr evi ous occasions wt
governing paradigms have shifted, the process has been chaotic, if not violent; the emotional

climate has been confused, if not angry; and the outcome has often been the tearing of the fabric

of the Church, if not actual schism. The Reformation, the occasio n o f the Churchos
paradigm shift, was not a peaceful and orderly adjustment. The splitting of Western Church into

Protestantism and Roman Catholicism was a violent affair. The resulting armed conflict, the

Thirty Years War, resulted in the deaths of 7.5 million souls.?

* Although estimates range from 2 million to 11.5 million, most historians estimate casualties from the 30 Years
War at around 7.5 million, the majority of which were civilians. McFarlane, Alan. (2003). The Savage Wars of

Peace: England, Japan and the Malthusian Trap. Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing.
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The Protestant-Roman Catholic schism of the Reformation was just the beginning. After
separating from Roman Catholicism, Protestantism rapidly began to splinter into dozens of
smaller denominations, the members of which were willing to die (and kill) for their distinctive
doctrinal visions. Whether or not the coming realignment results in bloodshed, at the very least
there is reason to fear that a rapidly disintegrating consensus as to what constitutes Christianity
will lead to an increasingly rapid disintegration of the Church. Within almost every major
denomination fault lines are forming. And the differences within each denomination 7 primarily
over the old conservative-liberal theological argument i are becoming much greater than the
differences between them. The image that comes to mind is that of meiosis, in which a human
cell splits apart and the redistributes its DNA, resulting in two new cells, each of which inherits
half of the traits of the original cell. Except that in our case, this division is taking place in almost
every cell of the body of Christ, like the metastasizing of a cancer. A potentially frightening
thought.

Yet in the very same scenario, there is also opportunity. The opportunity is longer-term and
lasting: a new basis for unity. The cell division pictured above might not be the beginning of
something deadly. Meiosis is generally the precursor to human reproduction. Could the Holy
Spirit be preparing to birth something new? A new way of being Church?

Consider another scenario. Two punch-drunk fighters in the ring. The fighters have pummeled
and punished each other for eleven rounds. Now in round twelve, the fighters are bruised and
bleeding. Neither will likely escape without some cerebral damage. But mostly they are
exhausted: so exhausted that neither can remain standing without holding onto the other. Locked
in an unloving embrace, they continue to hit each other, more out of habit than out of any desire
for the purse, solely because if they stop holding and hitting, they would no longer have anyone
to lean on. If one of the fighters was able to land a knock-out punch and the other was to fall, the
collapse of the other would soon follow. Meanwhile, most of the audience has gotten so bored,
they have left the auditorium in search of better entertainment. This may well be where the
Church stands today: conservative and liberal opponents propped up by their enmity for their
enemies, fighting over paradigms which are collapsing or have already collapsed. The only thing
that keeps them fighting is that each needs the other in order to remain standing. And the rest of
the world has become bored with the fight and is moving on.

If the reason that these paradigms are collapsing is that we are finding them no longer capable of
communicating reality as we know it, then the sooner we recognize that fact, the sooner we can
begin seeking for one that does. There is no shame in seeking a more adequate paradigm. The
Church has done this many times throughout its history, as its understanding of the Truth became
broader than the concepts it employed to communicate that Truth.’

® In my research thesis Jewish Christianity in the Early Church, | demonstrated that the concept of the Trinitarian
nature of God was not fully developed until more than a century after the resurrection of Jesus, and was not

©2007 K. W. Howard - All Rights Reserved - Not for Reprint without Permission Page 7




The Death and Resurrection of Christianity 4/9/08

These three paradigms have become so much a part of the warp and weft of our way of thinking
about how to be Church that their collapse is already having an immense impact, and will have a
continuing impact for decades to come. While there are many ideas bubbling up out there, no
new paradigm has yet fully emerged to take their place. We ignore this ferment at our peril. How
we respond may well determine whether the future has a Church. Yet if my diagnosis of the
current situation is correct, and the church is in the midst of a massive shift in a number of its
paradigms, then there is room for hope, patience, tolerance, and trust.

There is reason for patience and hope because the Church has experienced these shifts before:
from the excommunication of Jewish Christianity in the fourth century, to the Great Schism
between Eastern and Western Christianity in the eleventh century, to the Reformation in the
sixteenth. None have ever happened quickly or smoothly. Each has been accompanied by chaos

and even bloodshed. Ye t wi t h  Go d 0 shas koemdhqw, managéd ¢o adaph and c h
survive for two millennia.

There is reason to be tolerant of eachotherand t r usti ng o f becausedtistheot her 6
same sand shifting under all of our feet and we are all experiencing the same unease. Sometimes

we try to deny it, sometimes we try to fight it, sometimes we just try to adapt to the changes with

some sense of integrity. (I guess people of faith arenodot s
all, at least not in how they cope with paradigm shifts.) It is the same Lord we are seeking to

know, and with whom we are struggling to bring our relationship into a new age. And it should

also give us courage to trust that Christd s  forauyhes the power bring us through.

Your paradigm is so intrinsic to your mental process
that you are hardly aware of its existence,
until you try to communicate with someone with a different paradigm.
Donella Meadows
American journalist and systems analyst 192001

Perhaps if the Asideso in many of the current
they might think a little less catastrophically when consideri ng t he vi ews of the
probably woul dnodt kil |l the Church if the ot h,
After all, the Church has gotten many things wrong over the centuries and has survived. If the

Church had toa deke fdroi gghutroviivre , it would have be

officially adopted until much later. David Bosch, in his book Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in the
Theology of Missionhas i denti fied at | east seven different pa
mission.Epi scopal aut hor and speaker Phyllis Tickde is
gi ant rummage sal eo sthenlogwhi ch it sorts through it
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t hat Feast of Pentecost early in the first ce
little wrong.

How to Examine an Unraveling Paradigm

Hereds how i t Wewillgnalk thrgugh each ofwthese garadigms in turn, starting
with the most recent and working back to the most ancient. We will begin with a brief plain-
English description of the paradigm. Then we will examine how the paradigm emerged: How did
the Church operate before it adopted the paradigm? What were the forces at work that drove the
Church to adopt it? What were its strengths? What were its weaknesses? Then we will turn from
its emergence to its collapse: What forces are bringing about its collapse? What is the evidence
that it is collapsing? And how is the Church reacting? Finally, we will look at where each
paradigmdés coll apse | eaves us.

It is an old maxim of mine that when you have excluded the impossible,
whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. ®
Sherlock Holmes
CNRY G¢KS | ROSY (i dzNI ArtAUF Cohed Soy/aBNE t / 2 NR Y S

In much the same logical and scientific manner as the mythical detective Sherlock Holmes we
will be engaged over the next three chapters in an investigation. We will be investigating our
own paradigms of Church: the basic, unquestioned assumptions we hold about what Church is
supposed to be and how it is supposed to work. We will need to have the rigor of a Sherlock
Holmes because the paradigms we will be attempting to scrutinize are the very same worldviews
within which we frame our own experience of reality: the very same conceptual frameworks we
have used all our lives to make sense of how the world works.

l'tos difficuldt f-ormri taincyalof Bwg tid 6be asédlufindr ed
objectively critical of the paradigms that provide form the web of connection between ourselves

and the reality in which we live and move and have our being. It will be awkward. It will feel
uncomfortable. It will seem to our minds to be counterintuitive. So like Holmes, we must begin

by establishing the scope of our investigation, then move to eliminate the impossible (or in our

case, that which no longer adequately described our reality). What remains, as Holmes said,

however improbable (or in our case uncomfortable) must be the truth.

The death of a paradigm always poses a crisis to those who have lived within it. And while a
crisis is always uncomfortable (or maybe even scary) for those in the midst of it, a crisis is not

® Doyle, A. I. C. (1990). The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. New York & London: Harper & Brothers Publishers.
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always a bad thing. As many have observed, the Chinese word for crisis is composed of two
pictograms: one means Danger, the other Opportunity. Accordingly, we will explore both the
dangers and opportunities contained within each of the paradigm collapses the Church is now
facing.

| do not pretend to be an expert on any of these paradigms. | am not an expert on epistemology
(i.e., the philosophy of knowledge). | am not a church historian, nor a theologian. | am merely
the ordained leader of a recently-planted congregation. My only qualification to talk about these
paradigms is that my faith origins outside the Christian Church perhaps make it a little easier for
me to see them as paradigms rather than as the reality they organize and describe. The
sensibilities | bring to this discussion are those of a pastor, a preacher, a teacher: one whose job it
is to think a lot about what it takes for a community of faith to live together in the Love of
Christ; one whose calling it is to keep them grounded in Scripture and centered in life; one
whose task it is to help them ask the nAlSo wha
hope to bring these same sensibilities to bear in the examination of these paradigms. | hope to

lay out these paradigms in everyday language, with just enough depth to enter the conversation

and just enough specificity to identify the

1]

So | etbés start peeling back the paradi gms
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Biblical Reflection

Deuteronomy 8:2

Remember the long way that the Lord your God has led you these forty years in the wilderness,
in order to humble you, testing you to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would
keep his commandments.

As the old saying goes, it took God a day to getdfraelites out of Egypt, but it took God
forty years to get Egypt out of the Israelites. Why o difficult to leave behind even a
paradigm that has ceased Ibe healthy? A whole generation of Israelites had to pass on
before the Israelites were prepar¢o enter thePromised LandWhat has to die before
we are able to enter a new paradigm?

Acts 10:11-16"

[In a dream, Peter] saw the heaven opened and something like a large sheet coming down, being
lowered to the ground by its four corners. In it were all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles
and birds of the air. Then he heard a voice saying, "Get up, Peter; kill and eat." But Peter said,
"By no means, Lord; for | have never eaten anything that is profane or unclean.” The voice said
to him again, a second time, "What God has made clean, you must not call profane." This
happened three times, and the thing was suddenly taken up to heaven.

In a dream, God revealed to Peter a new paradigm for a community of faith, yet Peter
was resistant to giving uihe old way. If God were to reveal to us a new way of being a
Christian community, whamight hold us back from living into that revelatioV¥hat

might enable us to embrace it?

Matthew 7:3-5°

Why do you see the speck in your neighbor's eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye? Or
how can you say to your neighbor, "Let me take the speck out of your eye," while the log is in
your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see
clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor's eye.

Imagine any conflict you have experienced in Church. To what exéeateach side
criticizing the other for things they are overlooking in themsehes®hat ways do we
engage in this dynamic on a routine basis? How does this relatartparadigm(s) of
Church?

" Cf. Gal. 2:11-14.
8 Cf. Luke 61:41-42.
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Questions for Group Discussion

1. Which part of your yoche mastaekisharst to changing? Wghich wo u | d
item of | i t u(eg alter,ddptisnialf fantr etc.) wouwldryau de most resistant
to moving? What does this say about the spiritual meaning you invest in the action or
item in question? What does this say about your resistance to change? About your
willingness to change? Answer the same questions for your congregation and/or
denomination.

2. List several things your value about the nature of spiritual community in your local
congregation? Which thing on your list do you consider the most important? The least
important? How do your answers compare to others6  a n % Anewersthe same
questions for your congregation and/or denomination.

3. Which of the above would you be willing to give up for the sake of Christian unity?
Explain. Answer the same question for your congregation and/or denomination.
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