“Isms” That Challenge Your Faith (7/6)

Relativism

What is relativism?

Although there are various kinds of relativism, here we are concerned with moral relativism—the belief that there is no absolute standard of right and wrong

Why do people believe in relativism?

Some are actually confused about aspects of morality, e.g., we err if we think that anyone who believes a pregnant woman has the right to an abortion places no value on human life. They simply do not believe that the unborn are truly human beings. This debate is vastly important, but it should not miscommunicate the notion that the absolute good of protecting life is the issue on the floor. The issue is whether the unborn are human persons 
Others are not confused, but choose relativism because it eases their mind

It reduces the guilt that bothers them when they have sinned, since they can later rationalize that the situation was unique enough to justify the choice they made

It removes any difficult choice about what is right in a given situation since they can pre-rationalize the situation to justify the choice they wish to make

It gives them a convenient way to dismiss those who urge them to do or not do something on the basis of morality

Why is relativism dangerous?

Someone who does not believe in an absolute standard of right and wrong cannot be convinced that they are a sinner

Why is relativism wrong?

Although several reasons can be given, the best is illustrated in the story from pp. 173, 174 of “I Don’t Have Enough Faith to be an Atheist”

Materialism

What is materialism?

Matter and energy (the physical universe) is all there is (Carl Sagan’s famous statement in Cosmos “The cosmos is all that was, is, or ever will be”

Matter is eternal.  Most materialists believe matter has always been.  Or, as one atheist put it, if matter came to be, it came into existence from nothing and by nothing 
There is no Creator or, at least, no need for a Creator

Humans are mortal

Humans are not unique

Why do people want to believe in materialism?

Some people are just skeptical of what they can’t see

Some people believe that science has demonstrated materialism to be true

Materialism relieves one of responsibility since “I’m just matter in motion, like any other clump of moving particles”

The power-hungry ones don’t have to worry about the consequences of damaging other human beings

Why is materialism dangerous?

Those who cannot believe in spirits cannot believe in God

Those who cannot believe in judgment after death would see no need to repent 

Why is materialism wrong?

Strict materialism, the belief that there is nothing but matter, is a theory about the universe.  This theory is not composed of matter.  If materialism were true, neither that theory, nor any theory, could exist since they are not composed of matter.

People who hold to modified materialism admit that mind is more than matter but deny that mind can exist independent of matter, anymore than a tree’s shadow can exist without the tree
There are also arguments against modified materialism, but the one I found is a little less rigorous that I would like, so I won’t go over it in class:

(here it is from the Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics: “Although [modified materialism] is less apparently self-defeating than [strict materialism], it is nonetheless equally wrong. It affirms that mind is ultimately dependent on matter. But the statement “mind is dependent on matter” does not claim to depend for its truth upon matter. In fact, it claims to be a truth about all mind and matter. But no truth about all matter can be dependent for its truth upon matter. One cannot stand outside all matter to make an affirmation about all matter and yet simultaneously claim he is really standing inside matter, being dependent upon it. If my mind is completely dependent on matter, then it can’t make statements from a vantage point beyond matter. And if its statements are not from a standpoint independent of matter, then they are not really statements about all matter. For one must step beyond something to see it all. The whole cannot be seen from within. It claims to have transcendent knowledge with only an immanent basis of operation. 
Pluralism

What is pluralism?

Religious pluralism is the belief that every religion is true. Each provides a genuine encounter with the Ultimate. One may be better than the others, but all are adequate

It is often illustrated by the parable of the blind men and the elephant 
Orthodox Christianity is, by contrast, exclusive

Why do people believe in pluralism?

It is fashionable and helps people feel “tolerant”

Some people are confused about religious freedom.  Religious freedom means that religions which don’t involve illegal practices are legal, not that they are correct

Why is pluralism dangerous?

Jesus said that He is the only way to salvation so anyone who believes a pluralist and happens to choose a non-Christian religion is damned

Why is pluralism wrong?

The pluralist view often degenerates to the position that whatever is sincerely believed is true. This means that it matters not whether one is a passionate Nazi, Satanist, or member of the Flat Earth Society. Any view would be truth. Sincerity is clearly not a test of truth. Many people have been sincerely wrong about many things.
Various religions make opposing truth claims.  For example, Islam denies and Christianity proclaims Jesus’ death on the cross and resurrection from the dead on the third day.  Mutually exclusive propositions cannot both be true at the same time and in the same sense.  Opposing truth claims of various religions cannot both be true

Nobody gains when the proponents of an exclusive, true religion pretend that contradictory religions are valid

Pluralists are also exclusive since they hold, essentially as a religious belief, that one ought not to question anyone else’s religious belief.  Watch whether they remain pluralists if this particular belief is questioned

No reason is ever given by pluralists as to why, other than some people might be made uncomfortable, it is unacceptable to question another’s religious beliefs

Christians are commanded:

Deuteronomy 13:1-5 "If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you and gives you a sign or a wonder, and the sign or wonder that he tells you comes to pass, and if he says, 'Let us go after other gods,' which you have not known, 'and let us serve them,' you shall not listen to the words of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams.  For the LORD your God is testing you, to know whether you love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul.  You shall walk after the LORD your God and fear him and keep his commandments and obey his voice, and you shall serve him and hold fast to him.  But that prophet or that dreamer of dreams shall be put to death, because he has taught rebellion against the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt and redeemed you out of the house of slavery, to make you leave the way in which the LORD your God commanded you to walk. So you shall purge the evil from your midst.

1 John 4:1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world.

Galatians 1:8 But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel contrary to the one we preached to you, let him be accursed.

as a religious belief, that they should question religious beliefs.  Since Christians have this religious belief, pluralist ought, by their own beliefs, to accept it.  Of course they can’t because it is logically contradictory with pluralism.  This just means that pluralists don’t really accept those who differ with them and therefore are not all that tolerant

Pluralists sometimes point to Matthew 7:1: Judge not, that you be not judged, to say that we ought not to question the religious beliefs of others, but the context makes it clear that Jesus is not prohibiting all judgments, but chiefly hypocritical ones

Pluralists should also be asked whether they draw the line at any belief? Child sacrifice? Pluralist sacrifice?

Naturalism

What is naturalism?

Naturalism, closely related to materialism, is the belief that there is no supernatural, that the laws of nature are inviolable, that there are no miracles

Why do people believe in naturalism?

One way or another naturalists believe that miracles don’t exist or can’t happen

I believe it comes down to their worldview.  Naturalists tend to be either atheists, deists, agnostics, or pantheists

Why is naturalism dangerous?

Christianity rests on the resurrection of a sinless man who was God in human form

If you can’t believe this sequence of miracles, you can’t be saved

Why is naturalism wrong?

If the big bang theory of the origin of the universe is correct, it was the biggest miracle of them all, sudden existence of the entire universe out of nothing.  This is one obvious problem with Deism in the 21st century.

The very scientific naturalists who insist on explaining everything in terms of physical and chemical laws cannot explain their own scientific theories or laws in terms of mere physical and chemical processes. For a “theory” or “law” about physical processes is obviously not itself a physical process. It is a nonphysical theory about physical things 
Naturalists advocate the their theory is true.  True theories are the result of logically valid thought.  No thought is valid if it can be fully explained as the result of irrational causes.  Since naturalism claims that everything is ultimately the result of irrational causes, it is self-defeating since it attacks its own validity

Subjectivism

What is subjectivism?

Although sometimes the word “subjectivism” is used to describe what I referred to above as moral relativism, here I am using to described the belief that there is no such thing as absolute truth

A subjectivist says “that might be true for you, but not for me”

Why do people believe in subjectivism?

They have been misled by today’s culture of political correctness, which says that one must not disagree with another’s beliefs no matter how false they are.  It is much easier to dismiss such contradictions if there is no such thing as absolute truth.

It is the lazy man’s way out.  If there is no absolute truth, then one’s beliefs are never wrong and need never be changed or examined

Why is subjectivism dangerous?

If you can’t be convinced of a standard of truth apart from your individual beliefs, you can’t be convinced of a holy God who holds you accountable for your sins according to His standards of truth

Why is subjectivism wrong?

One hint that subjectivism is wrong is that it is only applied to questions of morality and religion.  One never hears “that might be true for you, but not for me” in math class, the courtroom, an IRS audit, a doctor’s office, or a scientific conference.  We always demand absolute truth in other areas of life.  Perhaps this is an instance of the saying of Augustine when he said “we love the truth when it enlightens us, but we hate it when it convicts us”

The philosophical answer is that subjectivism is self-defeating.  It is equivalent to saying that “it is absolutely true that there is no absolute truth”

Homework: Read the article at http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2008/july/13.22.html
