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Lesson 6 – A Fallen or Utopian World?
“Certainly nothing offends us more rudely than this doctrine (of original sin), and yet without this mystery, the most incomprehensible of all, we are incomprehensible to ourselves.”  

-- Blaise Pascal

Chapter 15 – The Trouble With Us:  The first and fundamental element of any worldview is the way it answers the question of origins – where the universe came form and how human life began.  The second element is the way it explains the human dilemma.  Why is there war and suffering, disease and death?  No question poses a more formidable stumbling block to the Christian faith than this, and no question is more difficult for Christians to answer.  As Rabbi Kushner put it, if God is both all-loving and all-powerful, why doesn’t he use His power to stop suffering and injustice – “why do bad things happen to good people?”  We will see that the Christian answer to this – “sin” – is actually the most rational and believable of all the answers given by man-made systems and religions. The problem is not that people find the Christian answer unclear, they find it unpalatable!

The Bible places responsibility for sin, which opened the floodgates to evil, squarely on the human race – starting with Adam and Eve, and continuing on in our own moral choices.  God created all things and created us in His image to be holy and live by His commands.  In His love He gave us the unique dignity of being free moral agents (not automatons) – creatures with the ability to make choices, to chose good or evil.  In that original choice to disobey God, i.e., Adam and Eve choosing not to do what God told them to do (“Original Sin”), they rejected His way of life and goodness opening the world to death and evil (“The Fall”).  “We are born into a world where rebellion against God has already taken place and the drift of it sweeps us along,” says one theologian.  But the Biblical solution to the sin problem is equally as loving as it seems harsh.  Even as we continue to sin against God and real negative consequences must follow, God reaches down to save us from those consequences through Jesus Christ.

The Christian view of mankind’s dilemma might seem degrading to human dignity in our modern therapeutic age – that we are disdainful (sinful) creatures – but as we shall see it conforms to reality more than any other worldview.  Someone once quipped that the doctrine of original sin is “the only philosophy empirically validated by 35 centuries of recorded human history.”

By contrast, the “enlightened” worldview of our naturalistic-based culture has proven to be utterly irrational and unlivable.  It has proposed instead a utopian view that asserts that humans are intrinsically good and that under the right social conditions their good nature will emerge.  This view was born in the Enlightenment era when Western intellectuals rejected the Biblical teaching of creation and replaced it with Nature as our Creator.  No longer would people have to live under the guilt and moral judgment of a Holy God and the arbitrary moral rules He imposes.  Man could lift himself up by his bootstraps and create an ideal society – a better environment, improved education, enhanced economic conditions and reengineered social structures.  Given the right conditions, human perfectibility has no limits – this is the utopian impulse!

The denial of our sinful nature, and the utopian myth it breeds, leads not to beneficial social experiments but to tyranny as we shall see.  The confidence that humans are perfectible provides a justification for trying to make them perfectible --- no matter what it takes.  And with God out of the picture, those in power are not accountable to any higher authority.  

Chapter 16 – A Better Way of Living:  Colson tells the story of the Synanon community in Northern California, the utopian dream of its founder Charles Dederich back in the 1960/70’s.  Hundreds of people lost their families and years of their lives to Dederich’s “better way of living.”  Synanon apparently started out with a noble mission to help rehabilitate drug addicts, but it grew into a utopian community of people who believed they could establish a new social order in Tomales Bay, California.   They would be set free from the “outdated rules and conventions of society with its crusty old ideas of right and wrong and that hem people in to prevent them from being their true self.”   When people joined they usually gave up all their money to Dederich.  His picture was hung on walls everywhere.  Children’s first obligation was to the community, not to their parents.  Synanon finally established itself as a religious organization.  Dederich became its Savior and his wife the High Priestess.  He set up an in-house radio station broadcasting his thoughts on most every subject 24 hours a day.  Next came loyalty tests; then abortions and vasectomies to control the population; then destruction of the marital bond through arranged adulterous sexual relationships.  Dederich was stripping everyone of everything they loved so they would be loyal to only him.  Finally, investigative reporters and lawsuits brought him and his organization down.  Dederich’s utopian dream for his ideal society ended the way of all utopian dreams --- in ruin.

Chapter 17 – Synanon and Sin:  Synanon is not just a tale of 1960’s idealism gone awry in a small corner of Northern California.  It is a parable of what happens when men and women reject the Biblical teaching of sin and evil and embrace the great modern myth of utopianism: that human nature is intrinsically good and can form the basis of a perfect society.  To achieve their ends, old emotional ties, old loyalties, old thought patterns must first be torn down to make way for the new, positive, healthy patterns to emerge.  But when moral convictions and personal commitments are destroyed, the result is not a great release of human goodness.  Instead just the opposite occurs.

All utopians, no matter how well intentioned, adopt a strategy in one form or another of, “give me the power and I’ll create the ideal society.”  In practice, this brings out the worst in those who have the power and enslaves those they promise to liberate.  We see this played out by all the totalitarian regimes of the past and present – particularly in the 20th and 21st centuries.

In America, utopianism takes on a more subtle form. Denial of sin and responsibility is couched in therapeutic terms.   Actions causing family breakdown are defended as expressions of individual freedom and choice.  Social engineering schemes are dressed up as public compassion.  Under the surface, however, lies the false utopian view as we saw played out at Synanon.  Against this utopian worldview is posed the Christian worldview, which we will show is demonstrably superior and the only one that fits the human experience.

How was the concept of sin lost?  In the mid-18th century a Swiss born philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau turned upside down the notion (of over 2000 years) that human-beings fulfill their true nature by participating in the civilizing institutions of family, church, state and society.  Instead, he insisted that people are naturally loving, virtuous, and selfless; and that society, with its artificial rules and conventions makes them envious, hypocritical and competitive.  He rejected anything that limits the freedom of the inner self.  Individuals must be free to create themselves by their own choices, free to discover their own identity.  As Rousseau opened his most famous work, The Social Contract, “Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains.”  The state is transformed into mankind’s liberator.  And so the idea was born that politics can be the means, not only of creating a better world, but also of transforming human nature into “the New Man.”  Rousseau’s philosophy of radical and unbounded freedom spawned the most oppressive regimes of the modern world, inspiring revolutionaries like Marx, Lenin, Hitler and Mao.  The bloodiest atrocities are justified by invoking a vision of the “perfect society” in which the revolutionaries promise to build on the ashes of the old.  The utopian program of building a new and perfect society always means killing off those who resist, those who remain committed to the old ways, or those who belong to a class judged by those in power to be irredeemably corrupt (the bourgeoisie, the Jews, the Christians, whoever).

If one is to believe there is such a thing as sin, one must believe there is a God who is the basis of a transcendent and universal standard of goodness.  The denial of sin explains the roots of utopianism, fascism and totalitarianism.  Never have so many been murdered in the name of a doctrine as in the name of the principle that human beings are naturally good.

Chapter 18 - We’re All Utopians Now:  American utopianism traces its ancestry to Rousseau’s notion of human goodness, but it also exhibits a technological and pragmatic cast that appeals to our Yankee can-do attitude.  Our modern scientific worldview, starting with Isaac Newton’s discovery of the law of gravity, led to our image of the universe as a vast machine running by natural laws.  Social thinkers began to extend this “machine image” into every area of society, reducing it to a law-governed system.  This enabled them to craft a science of government and politics to conquer the age-old plagues of ignorance, oppression, poverty and war.  What they forget, however, is that when we turn human beings into objects for scientific study, we implicitly assume that they are objects to be manipulated and controlled, like scientific variables.  That means we have to deny things like the soul, conscience, moral reasoning, and moral responsibility.  With this mind-set we inevitably dehumanize and demoralize people and place them at the mercy of social scientists in the employ of the technocratic state.

Sigmund Freud, a committed Darwinist, reduced humans to complex animals, eliminating concepts such as sin, soul and conscience and substituting concepts such as instincts and drives.  People are not so much rational agents as they are pawns in the grip of unconscious forces they do not understand and cannot control.  Things the society labels “bad” are not really evil; they simply reflect the more primitive (based on evolutionary theory) animal part of the brain.  Ivan Pavlov, an evolutionist and naturalist, adamantly rejected any notion of the soul, spirit, or consciousness.  He declared that all mental life could be explained in entirely mechanical terms of stimulus and response.  B. F. Skinner’s behavioristic psychology denied the reality of consciousness or mental states because it cannot be described “empirically,” therefore it cannot be real!  To them, only external observable behavior is real.  These ideas have produced a “scientific” utopianism, which asserts that flaws in human nature are a result not of moral corruption, but of learned responses – responses that can be unlearned so that people can be reprogrammed to be happy and adjusted, living in harmony in a utopian society.

The impact on society has been dramatic.  Classical education had always been aimed at the pursuit of truth and the training of moral character.  Now education becomes a means of conditioning – the child being essentially a passive recipient of utopian ideas, rather than an active moral agent.  “Give me the baby and the possibility of shaping in any direction is almost endless,” the founder of Behaviorism declared.  “Through education the world can be unshackled from legendary folklore, free of foolish customs and conventions that hem the individual in like taut steel bands.”  

Traditional law was based on a transcendent standard of justice, derived ultimately from God’s law.  But legal thinkers such as Oliver Wendell Holmes and others highly committed to Darwinian evolution, redefined law as a tool for identifying and manipulating the right factors (as they saw them) to create social harmony and progress.  

In government we see the utopian worldview driving the welfare state, i.e., we can solve the problems of poverty, crime and social disorder by well-designed, well-funded government programs.  This is humanity’s hopeless pursuit of utopia through government beneficence.  Instead, we’ve created a near permanent underclass of dependency -- from broken families and teen pregnancy to drug abuse and crime.  Why?  Because the issues are not mainly “technical” ones that bureaucrats and politicians can throw programs and money at.  They are primarily moral maladies in which human beings must be treated as moral agents and addressed in the language of duty and responsibility.  The “Great Society” undercuts the moral dignity of its beneficiaries by treating them as objects to be shaped and manipulated, leaving millions dependent and demoralized.  When we deny the Christian worldview and reject its teachings on sin and moral responsibility in favor of a more “enlightened” and “scientific” view of human nature, we actually end up stripping people of their dignity and treating them as less than human.

Moreover, when things go wrong, when poverty and crime prove intractable, the assumption is that the state is not doing enough.  Thus we breed an “entitlement mentality” wherein people believe that the government owes them support even if they do not fulfill the basic duties of citizenship – even if they engage in harmful or illegal behavior!  Dysfunctional attitudes are reinforced and the cycle continues.  Citizens are offered no encouragement to assume moral or personal responsibility for their lives.  Scientific utopianism always backfires.

Crime is not a matter of the soul, says traditional liberalism; it is a technical problem that can be solved by engineering the right social conditions; devising the right public policies, distributing money to the right places, and arranging the right physical environment.  It locates responsibility for crimes outside the criminal.  They are “victims” of circumstances beyond their control and for which they are not responsible.  The traditional conservative approach, however, can be equally dehumanizing if it treats crime as little more than something that harsher punishments and longer sentences can cure.  Neither approach respects human beings as genuine more agents, capable of real good and real evil.  Neither addresses the need for moral responsibility and repentance.   The denial of sin and loss of moral responsibility has spread across the entire spectrum of our culture, ushering in “the Golden Age of Exoneration.”  When people are consistently told they are controlled by outside forces, they begin to believe it.  When things go wrong, someone or something else must be to blame.  

The "victim's ploy" can be attractive because it frees us from having to admit to wrongdoing.  Yet it is in admitting guilt that we find our true dignity, for doing so affirms the moral dimension of human nature.  Of course, acknowledging responsibility means attributing real praise and blame – and blame, in turn, implies the legitimacy of punishment.  Yet punishment actually expresses a high view of the human being.  If the person who breaks the law is merely a dysfunctional victim of circumstances, then the remedy is not justice but therapy; the lawbreaker is not a person with rights but a patient to be cured.  Denial of sin may appear to be a benign and comforting doctrine, but in the end it is demeaning and destructive for it denies the significance of our choices and actions.  It reduces us to pawns in the grip of larger forces – either unconscious forces in the human psyche or economic and social forces in the environment.  In denying sin and evil, as we do in utopianism, we actually unleash its worst powers.  C. S. Lewis wrote in God in the Dock, “Of all the tyrannies, a tyranny sincerely exercised for the good of its victims may be the most repressive of all.  Those who torment us for our own good will torment us without end for they do so with the approval of their own conscience.”

BIBLE STUDY:  Gen 2:15-17; Gen 3:6, 17-19; Jer 17:9-10; Is 14:13-15; Rms 7:18-22; 1 Jn 2:16-17; 
 Rms 5:12-21

QUESTIONS:  

1. What is wrong with the question, “Why do bad things happen to good people?”  How would you reformulate it and answer the intent of the question?

2. To what conclusion does the naturalistic worldview inevitably lead and why?

3. How has the utopian worldview played out in world history?  How does it affect you everyday?

4. What is America’s brand of utopianism and how has it influenced our culture in the areas of :
· Psychology
· Education
· Law

· Government
· Welfare
· Criminal justice

5. Because of your belief in the Biblical doctrine of sin, how does it put you at odds with our culture?   How can you help our society overcome its blindness to the doctrine of sin?
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