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“GOD claims Earth and everything in it, GOD claims  
World and all who live on it.” Psalm 24:1 (The Message) 
 
“We are lonesome animals. We spend all of our life trying  
to be less lonesome. One of our ancient methods is to tell  
a story begging the listener to say-and to feel- "Yes, that  
is the way it is, or at least that is the way I feel it. You're  
not as alone as you thought.” - John Steinbeck
 
 
 
In light of my letter to the editor a few weeks ago  
about engaging culture, I would like to follow that  
up by showing what the contours of a Christian way  
of navigating contemporary popular culture in  
America, especially in the context of college  
(specifically Geneva College) might look like.  The reason I think this is important is 
because it will help Geneva College students, faculty, staff, and friends to more fully 
understand that part of the mission statement that talks about “transforming society for 
the Kingdom of Christ.” 
 
The first thing to recognize is that the most fundamental question you need to answer 
about life is this:  What is the relationship between being a Christian- a follower of the 
Way- and the creation, broken and fallen as it is, including all of the artifacts, technology, 
and things in it?  Richard Niebuhr asked the question more simply in his book Christ and 
Culture, by setting up a paradigm for this relationship and giving five possible pictures of 
how a Christian can go about it.  This is important work.  Geneva College, as proven by 
the mission statement, has already chosen a particular path toward the relationship where 
Christ transforms culture.  What I want to do is sketch out the story, which provides the 
meaning for this paradigm for understanding how to “be really, really, really, in the 
world, but not of it.” 
 
It starts where everything starts; that is a view of creation.  To be Reformed is to 
understand Eden as a place where humans are commanded to build culture, to participate 
in their image bearing by being stewards of the gift of creation.  So, the animals are 
named.  Suitable help was found- “bone of my bone, and flesh of my flesh,” and marriage
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was instituted- “For this reason, a man will leave his father and mother and be united 
with his wife.” (Genesis 2: 23-24)  It was a picture of humans creating and being in 
culture, the way God intended.  I’ve looked around where we are now, and I don’t see 
this picture.  What happened?  
 
Human pride, put simply.  Humans didn’t just want to name the animals; they wanted to 
be their creator, they wanted to have the power over life and death.  I feel this even today.  
I don’t want to just live and love, I want to be needed.  Christians call this The Fall.  
Humans found a way to distort the direction that creation is ordered toward; it was 
disobedience and foolishness.  What we lost was our place in the cosmos.  What we had 
was a relationship of love between God the creator and us the creatures.  This 
disobedience pissed God off.  Literally, “No more walks in the Garden, no more good 
conversation to gain wisdom the way creatures ought to.”   
 
But God never really came to the point of destroying his entire creation; God came close, 
but for some reason couldn’t really do it.  I think this will just have to remain somewhat 
of a mystery (It has to do with Covenant, which is way bigger than I can speak to).  The 
thing God never stopped doing though was loving creation, God had to somehow bring 
humans back around toward a direction for creation that would restore “the wisdom 
walks.”  God continued to talk and reveal to humans the way of wisdom.  The laws given 
to Moses are wisdom.  The prophets called the people back toward a way of justice, a 
way of being in the world that loved neighbor as self, rather than to continue in the way 
of pride and arrogance.   But this was never enough.  God had to get extreme.  Humans 
facing the wrong direction could only see backwards, toward the way of striving to be 
God, rather than seeking God.  So, God became flesh in the person of Jesus.  Through his 
life, death and resurrection, humans could then have a glimpse of the vision of “a new 
way to be human.”  It was the way of human foolishness, but remember, humans are 
facing the wrong direction.  Jesus shows humans the great reversal.  Striving toward 
salvation is running in the wrong direction, realizing that life is a grace and a gift in the 
first place changes everything.  It is a completely new way of life, a new direction.  What 
could have been a tragedy turns into a comedy. 
 
What does this all mean for our own time?  It means living the tension.  Everyone in the 
world is going in some direction, some toward God, and others away from God (A good 
story of this is found in C.S. Lewis’ The Great Divorce).  Contemporary culture is a 
cacophony of good and evil, humans and the culture they have helped create are like 
marble, the distortion lies within each thing, a mix of good and bad.  We have to affirm 
with the Russian novelist Alexandr Solzhenitsyn that “If only there were evil people 
somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate 
them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts 
through the heart of every human being, and who is willing to destroy his own heart?”   
 
If this is true, if this narrative tells the story of reality, then isn’t it impossible to engage 
culture?  Maybe we should just wait for Jesus to return and then go from there. 
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I think that this is a response of indifference and cynicism.  In fact, I think it is unfaithful 
to the love and grace that envelopes our life.  We must pursue a coherent way to think 
about these things; a way of life that takes account of the tensions and aims at  
“working out faith with fear and trembling.”  If we ask the right sorts of questions, my 
hope is that we might come to some answers. 
 
To be continued…
 

 
 
 
Part II – The Gift 

 
“Sometimes I worry that I've lost the plot. My twitchin' muscles  

tease my flippant thoughts. I never really dreamed of  
heaven much until we put him in the ground, but it's all  

I'm doing now - listening for patterns in the sound  
of an endless static sea.”  Conor Oberst aka. Bright Eyes 

 
 

In part one, I wrote about how the question of engaging culture happens within a story.  
The story is the frame in which one approaches the task of cultural engagement.  The first 
thing this story does is changes one’s view of what is usually called the sacred/secular 
divide.  Traditionally we want to think of being a Christian as a process in which we are 
set aside, saved from an evil world.  Often times, we think of the Christian life as a holy 
thing that we sometimes fail to live up to.  But we know that there is forgiveness and we 
can enter back into communion of the church.  It is the outside world, culture, which is 
the temptation and the stumbling block in our pursuit of holiness.  This leads us toward a 
legalism that makes categories of things we can do, and those things that we can’t do.  
We forget that sin and distortion is within us, not some entity that is “out there.”  This 
view makes going to church and participating in the spiritual disciplines: prayer, studying 
scripture, evangelism, etc. our only acts of holiness in the world, proof of our salvation.  
While these disciplines are good, they deny grace if they are done as a way to earn 
salvation.  It is a hyper-personalized Christianity that makes part of creation sacred, the 
rest is evil and “secular.”  This legalism seems to give us clear boundaries to our living in 
the world. 
 
Unfortunately, this view is not framed by the story of the Bible.  If salvation was to save 
us from the world, God would not have had to come into it to save us.  We would be 
taken up in the heavens; the evil would be simply “left behind.”  But in fact, God took on 
flesh, and made his dwelling among us, and his sinless life was “not to condemn the 
world, but to save it.”  The other problem is that we cannot live coherently with this view.  
We are unable to separate ourselves from the world in ways that keeps us holy and evil at 
bay.  Even the Amish have found this cruel reality to be the truth, after the shootings that 
happened in Iron Mines a few weeks ago.  In addition, because the original creation was 
good, it would be unfaithful for Christians to resign from their stewardly role by 
removing ourselves from the work of culture.  Christians ought to be the embodiment of 
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God’s grace in the world today.  That means the work of transforming the very culture 
we live in.      
 
Just because human beings are fallen and evil resides in our hearts does not mean that all 
is lost.  It would be easy to conclude that all of culture is either all good or all bad.  
Unfortunately, life in culture is not that simple.  The key to engaging culture as a 
Christian is the gift of the Holy Spirit.  While Jesus showed us “a new way to be human,” 
the Holy Spirit gives us the gift of discernment.  Discernment is a habit of head and heart 
that allows us to distinguish between the spirit of truth and the spirits of deceit.  As God’s 
story becomes written on our hearts, we are able to use our minds in the activity of 
engaging culture and assessing those parts of it that show us the path in the direction of 
God, and to critique the ways in which it misdirects us.       
 
When it comes to understanding the relationship of the Christian life to contemporary 
culture, it is the gift of discernment that needs to be developed, prayed for, and used for 
the good of the Christian community.  Discernment develops wisdom in us.   And as we 
develop the habit of discernment, wisdom will begin to guides our words and actions.  
We now longer label things as sacred or secular, but rather point to both the good and bad 
that is in culture.  As we begin to engage culture with this gift, we come to more fully be 
like Christ in the “transformation of society for the kingdom of Christ” 
 
As we live the story, and develop the habits of heart and mind that help us discern reality, 
we can learn to live life anew, not being afraid of the world, but rather to “be in the 
world, but not of it.” 
 
In part three, we will explore aesthetics and how that helps us engage popular culture.
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Part III – Circling the Tension 
 

“You’ve got all the right answers to all the wrong questions.” Glen Phillips 
 
Last time I talked about developing the gift of discernment and how that enables us to “be 
in the world, but not of it.”  I think it is important to point out what this phrase means.  
Jesus commands the disciples to be in the world, because they are to be used by God 
through the Holy Spirit, to continue the work of Christ by spreading the good news of the 
Kingdom (John 17: 6-19).  On the other hand, we are not to “be of the world.”  To be of 
the world means to participate in going the wrong direction, away from God.  The 
deception and lie of the world is that we are God, when we fall for this lie we are “of” the 
world.   
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Culture, the way it is supposed to be, has three aspects.  The first involves storied living, 
which is that humans are to pursue what is good- through their actions.  The highest form 
of this is love of God and neighbor.  The second is Truth.  Human minds were meant to 
know the truth.  Since the fall, we have needed the aid of the Holy Spirit, and the gift of 
discernment, in order to come to know this truth.   The final aspect is beauty.  Because 
the physical universe can be sensed by the human senses we can experience joy and pain 
as we participate in it.  When we feel reality how it is suppose to be, when our senses 
point us toward God, we experience beauty. 
 
Human experience Brings us… In pursuit of… 
storied living moral meaning the good 
Discernment knowledge/faith the true 
the senses/art joy/passion the beautiful 
 
When it comes to discernment of popular culture (which here means: film, music, TV 
shows, advertising, fashion, magazines, celebrity gossip, and internet websites- for 
example entertainment sites like Youtube, and social networking site like Myspace and 
Facebook, and even personal and public blogs, but also including the spectrum from 
news journalism sites to gambling and pornography sites) we use our senses first and this 
initiates us into the beauty, or lack of beauty, of these artifacts.  This is the first step in 
our engagement with culture.  Having had the experience, we then are able to think about 
it using the habits of discernment and wisdom that we have developed as a gift from the 
Holy Spirit.  This is the step in which we look for the worldview of culture, and learn to 
ask good questions to discover both the truth that can be gleaned as well as the distortion 
that is inherent in a fallen world.  This active participation in culture then comes to 
inform our storied living.  You should be able to see the circularity of this engagement.  
Knowing the story, developing discernment, inform the experiences we have in culture.  
By experiencing and engaging culture we are then thrown into the activity of discernment 
and are transformed in our own storied living. 
 
If all of this sounds like hard work, well… it is.  But it is the calling and task of the 
Christian.  A follower of the way is one who is on the search for becoming whole.  The 
brokenness of our experience leaves our lives in fragments, our relationships in tension, 
our hearts in hurt, and our learning only half completed.  But the story is not one of 
tragedy, where our flaws, in the end, undo us.  No.  The story is a comedy.  We foible and 
fumble, and it is not without its pain and hurting hearts, but we have been let in on the 
ending by the author.  The hope of restoration is a reason to get up in the morning.  And 
though it is a demanding task, God has not left in disgust, but rather has opened the doors 
to the “Kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”  
 
In the next part, I will discuss Geneva College’s history of disengagement and a vision of 
what cultural engagement could look like at Geneva. 
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Part IV – Imagining Otherwise 
 
It is a hard thing to say, but Christians have not been very good at engaging culture.  Here 
are a few examples.  One of the major questions I hear about culture at Geneva is: Is the 
performer a Christian?  There have been concerts on campus in the past and the decision 
to bring the artist on campus has been their personal faith.  The flaw in this thinking is 
that it continues to see the world as divided up between the sacred and the secular.  As 
though somehow if one is a Christian than the art made is inherently Christian and good.  
This is all done under the guise of safety.  Christian music, film, and the Christian sub-
culture is a safe place where faith can go unquestioned, where Christians can remain 
“unspotted by the world.”   
 
There is a paradox in this view.  It allows Christians to try to turn off the gift of 
discernment when experiencing “Christian culture,” as well as to condemn culture as a 
whole as evil.  It cannot be both ways.  Either “Christian culture” is indeed affected by 
the fall, or it is made holy by the Christian faith of those who make it or participate in it.  
As we have seen, everything has been affected by the fall.  The interesting counterpoint 
to this is that Christians often act as if they can approach all of culture from the 
standpoint that if they are Christian, the content of their engaging culture is an irrelevant 
question.  A great example of this is when the film Million Dollar Baby was shown at 
Geneva last fall.  This film is a powerful story with huge ethical questions that need to be 
discussed, challenged, and thought through.  What actually happened was the opposite of 
this.  It was viewed as entertainment, as just something to do on a Friday night.  The 
content of culture was not of issue (in this case); this is not engaging culture, this is 
disengagement.   
 
Engaging culture is a way of life.  And one’s college years are of vital importance for 
developing the habits of heart and mind that can encourage this way of life.  One cannot 
escape the question that started this series:  What is the relationship between being a 
Christian and living in contemporary culture. I believe it is a very long engagement.  The 
wedding feast comes later.  So, how do we think otherwise?  How do we imagine a way 
of life for the community of Geneva that is a pursuit of faithfulness, as an academic 
institution that’s goal is to “transform society for the Kingdom of Christ?”  
 
Let’s start now.  Consider the following song lyrics written in the mid-90’s by two 
different artists (it would be more ideal to actually hear and experience these songs). 
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(Exhibit 1) 
My reflection, dirty mirror 
There's no connection to myself 
I'm your lover, I'm your zero 
I'm in the face of your dreams of glass 
So save your prayers 
For when we're really gonna need'em 
Throw out your cares and fly 
Wanna go for a ride?  
 
She's the one for me 
She's all I really need 
Cause she's the one for me 
Emptiness is loneliness, and loneliness is 
cleanliness 
And cleanliness is godliness, and god is empty 
just like me 
Intoxicated with the madness, I'm in love with 
my sadness 
Bullshit fakers, enchanted kingdoms 
The fashion victims chew their charcoal teeth 
I never let on, that I was on a sinking ship 
I never let on that I was down 
You blame yourself, for what you can't ignore 
You blame yourself for wanting more 
She's the one for me 
She's all I really need 
She's the one for me 
She's my one and only  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Exhibit 2)  
Jesus, Jesus help me 
I'm alone in this world 
And a f***ed up world it is too 
Tell me, tell me the story 
The one about eternity 
And the way it's all gonna be 
 
Wake up, wake up dead man 
Wake up, wake up dead man 
 
Jesus, I'm waiting here boss 
I know you're looking out for us 
But maybe your hands aren't free 
Your father, He made the world in seven 
He's in charge of heaven 
Will you put in a word in for me 
 
Wake up, wake up dead man 
Wake up, wake up dead man 
 
Listen to your words they'll tell you what to do 
Listen over the rhythm that's confusing you 
Listen to the reed in the saxophone 
Listen over the hum of the radio 
Listen over sounds of blades in rotation 
Listen through the traffic and circulation 
Listen as hope and peace try to rhyme 
Listen over marching bands playing out their 
time 
 
Wake up, wake up dead man 
Wake up, wake up dead man 
 
Jesus, were you just around the corner 
Did You think to try and warn her 
Or are you working on something new 
If there's an order in all of this disorder 
Is it like a tape recorder 
Can we rewind it just once more 
 
Wake up, wake up dead man 
Wake up, wake up dead man 
Wake up, wake up dead man 

     
 
It would be unwise, and a sin against the gift of discernment, to hear these songs and not 
to engage in the ideas and questions that these songs put forward, the worldviews that 
they come out of, and the story we live when we experience them.  They cannot become 
for us background noise without consequence.  This first song (Zero, on Mellon Collie 
and the Infinite Sadness) was written by Billy Corgan of the Smashing Pumpkins and 
released in 1996.  When this song came out he was characterized as a demon leading the 
youth astray.  Most Christians separated themselves from the work of an artist who 
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intelligently engaged the question of what it feels like to be human in our times.  The 
second song (Wake Up Dead Man, on Pop, 1997) is by U2, and you won’t hear it playing 
on any Christian radio stations, or even really discussed by Christians.  Even though it is 
known that the band are indeed Christians (and doing more for social justice than most 
Christian churches I might add).  These conversations are incoherent if taken outside of 
the context of a community that engages culture.  If we are unthoughtful, we will remain 
trapped in the politics of the sacred/secular divide.  We need to imagine a different 
approach, and make it our way of life.         
 
We are in culture.  It is inescapable; to be human is to participate in culture.  The question 
remains: will we take up the task in faithfulness, or will we settle for the politics of the 
given.  It is time to pray for the gift of discernment and take up our task as thoughtful 
Christians to the benefit of the whole community.  Engage culture.  Start today.   
 

“Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this  
world, but be transformed by the renewing  

of your mind.” – Romans 12:2 (NIV) 
 

“Don't become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without  
even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You'll be changed from the  
inside out. Readily recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to  

it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of 
immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity  

in you.” - Romans 12:2 (The Message) 
 
In the last part, I will discuss how we might find our calling in the company of a 
mentor(s) and community through conversation. 
 

Part V – Mentors and Conversations  
 

“A single conversation across the table with a wise person is  
worth a month's study of books” – Chinese Proverb 

 
The question has now become: How do you make engaging and discerning culture a way 
of life- a taken for granted attitude toward the reality of your everyday experience?  And 
how do we develop an attitude and life that is faithful to the creator and is making us 
new, into who we truly are.  Some people would tell you that you needed to enroll in a 
Christian college- I would not totally disagree.  Colleges are a great place for these habits 
of heart and mind to develop.  You will get the chance to read many wise books and 
confront more complex theories than you think you will need.  But it will take more than 
the mental work of developing a Christian world-and-life view.  In fact, it will take more 
than surrendering your life to Jesus.  Engaging and discerning culture become the way we 
are conformed to the image of Christ, which is our transformation.  It changes the way we 
eat, breathe, and sleep.  As well as the political, economic, intellectual, and social choices 
we make.  It has to start to shape your character- who you are.   
 

 8



Who are your friends?  Sounds innocent enough.  But the answer to that question might 
determine a lot about your life and where you are heading, and not heading.  Friendship 
happens in the space between the words of the conversation.  I think our best friends are 
people that converse with us, and the ideas and flow of thought change and challenge us.  
Our worldview and our approach to culture comes out of relationships and long 
conversations about the meaning of the world we inhabit. 
 
Mentors are also important.  While they often are also friends, they have qualities that are 
further developed that we want to emulate and take on for ourselves.  A mentor is a 
person who is more experienced in life, work, or a specific area of life that we are 
attracted to and want to learn more about.  A mentorship helps develop the skills needed 
to live life in a community where all of life is lived out.  As we enter into conversation 
with mentors and live in community we become people of engagement and discernment.  
Take a look around.  Who are your mentors?  Who are your community?  Where is your 
community?  The answers to these questions will help you discover your calling- your 
place in the broken world. 
 
We have now come to the most fundamental question: What/who do you love?  Would 
you be willing to become vulnerable and possibly hurt in your passion and zeal for that 
thing or person?  Once you come to know what you’re fundamental loves are, you have 
insight into who you are, and where your heart is.  And where your heart is, there your 
treasure will be also.  The most important commandment is: “Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your 
strength.”  The right loves are those that lead your life toward human flourishing.  
Engaging culture, then, can become the pursuit of a faithful way of life.      
 

“The greatest success of this enterprise, which I call my vertical search, came 
one night when I sat in a hotel room in Birmingham and read a book called 
The Chemistry of Life. When I finished it, it seemed to me that the main goals 
of my search were reached or were in principle reachable, whereupon I went 
out and saw a movie called It Happened One Night which was itself very 
good. A memorable night. The difficulty was that though the universe had 
been disposed of, I myself was left over. There I lay in my hotel room with 
my search over yet still obliged to draw one more breath and then the next. 
But now I have undertaken a different kind of search, a horizontal search. As 
a consequence, what takes place in my room is less important. What is 
important is what I shall find when I leave my room and wander in the 
neighborhood. Before, I wandered as a diversion. Now I wander seriously 
and sit and read as a diversion.” Walker Percy, The Moviegoer, p. 70 
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