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THE PRACTICES OF A CHRISTIAN SCHOLAR
Charles Mackenzie

Earlier in the spring the Christian Study Center, along with
Intervarsity Christian Fellowship’s Graduate and Faculty
Ministry, hosted the second annual Colloquium on Faith and
Scholarship. Attracting graduate students and professors fr om
both Florida State University and the University of Florida, the
Colloquium sought to explore the possibilities and tensions of
doing scholarly work within a Christian framework. One of the
keynote speakers was Charles Mackenzie. Dr. Mackenzie, whose
academic career includes Princeton, Columbia, Stanford, and
now Reformed Theological Seminary, has spent a lifetime in the
academy and here offers his perspective on the

practices of a Christian scholar.

The last 50 years in higher education have
been turbulent, tumultuous transitions
from one way of life and thought to anoth-

For me, they have been

years of adventure,

Bible texts and then walking out. Their unwillingness to
come to grips with a rapidly changing world often caused
students to walk out of their classes in disgust and caused
other faculty to ridicule them as obscurantists. Today,
however, a wave of young, energetic, Christian scholars is
attaining faculty rank in many of our best universities. But
they must be on guard lest deadly arrogance and its twin,
obscurantism, return.

Over the years, | have had a host of students come to my
office or my home just to talk. One put it,
“I want someone who has been over the
road to show me where the bumps in the
road are.” An academic for over 40 years,
I am here simply to point out where some
of the bumps in the road are - to spotlight

er. For me, they have been years of adven- erStlmg with new ideas the danger zones for evangelical scholars

ture, wrestling with new ideas that seek to
control the minds of tomorrow’s leaders.
Intellectuals, with a will to power, became
more frustrated and angry than ever
because they could not control the flow of
history. But what a time of opportunity the
changes of the last century provided for
Christian thinkers. Sadly, however, evangelical Christian
scholars seldom have influenced the 20th century.

When I began my teaching career over 40 years ago, there
were few evangelicals among my faculty colleagues. But I
can recall a small cabal of “ bomb throwers” who called
themselves evangelicals. They seemed to disrupt every
discussion by lobbing a few questionable interpretations of

that seek to control
the minds of

tomorrow’s leaders.

in an era of mammoth social change.

First, we must be gracious, thoughtful
champions for the Christian faith. Jude
1:3 challenges us to contend for the faith.
The Greek word used here describes ath-
letes who struggle to become champions.
We must contend, but we must avoid an aloof, arr ogant
fortress mentality. We should not assume everyone is
wrong but ourselves, nor should we imagine ourselves sit-
ting in a fortress at the top of the hill, looking down on the
multitudes who we think don’t know as much as we do.
This will help us to avoid falling into the trap described by
the Spaniard Miguel de Unamuno who accused some
intellectuals of being more concerned with winning an
intellectual victory than with pursuing truth.
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We must remember, then, that the pursuit of truth requires
humility. The fact is that we finite humans are surr ound-
ed, on the one hand, by massive galaxies towering above

us. Yet we loom large above unnumbered worlds tinier

than one human cell. No wonder Scripture reminds us

that in the vastness of it all “What is man that thou art

mindful of him?” Pascal similarly reminded us that when
we consider our perilous position between the vast galax-
ies above us and the tiny world of quarks beneath us, how
humble we ought to be. The man who gets my vote for

changing the world of the 20th century most dramatically
is Albert Einstein, an intellectual giant who enlarged our

understanding of the vast universe and in the process
became an amazingly humble per-
son. When I was a proud, arrogant,
young academic, I lived just thr ee
doors away from Professor Einstein.
He told me once “My role (as a sci-
entist) is to bow humbly before the
truth.” Parenthetically, he also said
“I have known most of the world’s
leading scientists. Without excep-
tion, they are all men of faith.”

beneath us, how humble

Second, when it is necessary to con-
tend for the faith, we must differen-
tiate between non-negotiable tr uths
and ambiguous human constructs
which in time will fade away. We need to know what is
essential to Christian faith. If a doctrine is not clearly
highlighted in Scripture, it probably is not essential. We
should take our stand on that which is central in Scriptur e,

not on non-essentials.

For me, the essentials include: the Triune God exists and
has created all that is, and He has revealed what life is all
about in the life, death, and r esurrection of Christ, as well
as in Scripture and in nature. Ambiguous, non-essential,
uncertain teachings include such things as the millennium,
the days of creation (24 hour days or geological ages), the-
istic evolution or immediate creation etc., etc. When
Scripture is not explicitly clear on some issue, we should
proceed cautiously, awaiting more light and
more understanding.

Third, we should recognize that it takes a certain amount
of truth to float an error. Therefore, we ought always to
seek to understand what may be true in the thought of
non-Christian thinkers. It is important to recognize the

Pascal similarly reminded us
that when we consider our
perilous position between the
vast galaxies above us
and the tiny world of quarks

we ought to be.

relationality underlying all that is true and real. Modern
science has highlighted the connectedness of all things.

The millions of electrons and protons whirling within this
paper are interrelated, as are the bundles of energy scat-
tered throughout our solar system. It is important to real-
ize that God is the ground under girding all that is real.
Colossians 1:17 puts it that “in Him (Jesus) all things hold
together.” Part of our task as Christians is to propose to

skeptics how and why Christianity relates to the world.

Therefore, Christians need to listen to skeptics, agnostics,
and doubters. Could it be that some traces of truth are hid-
den in their skepticism? We should show respect and
interest in their thoughts, even
those thoughts with which we can-
not agree. Perhaps by listening to
them we may help them to discern
some Christian truth unwittingly
embedded in their lives.

Furthermore, as we listen, we
should watch for the basic founda-
tional thoughts and presuppositions
on which skeptics build their world-
views. The brilliant Oxford chemist
Michael Polanyi has pointed out
that the ideas held by scientists,
philosophers, and theologians all

”

grow out of “faith presuppositions.” If this is true, we
should seek to help skeptical friends to discover what
their “faith presuppositions” are. Then we can compare
their presuppositions with the presuppositions underly-
ing a Biblical worldview, as well as the practical conse-
quences of their worldviews with the consequences of a

Biblical worldview.

Fourth, we can win the respect of skeptics and the right to
present our understanding of the Truth by becoming
experts in one slice of the world of knowledge. Usually
but not always, a master’s or doctor’s degree is a first step
in that direction. For many years I have urged my doctor-
al students to spend ten years researching, digging, study-
ing one key person or one critical problem until they know
as much about that person or problem as anyone on the
planet. Dallas Willard at USC became a leading expert on
the philosopher Husserl. That gave him credibility as a
recognized scholar and brought with it invitations to
speak all across the world. One of my former students
spent years becoming one of the leading experts on the
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relation of time and eternity. That won 39-year-old Brian
Leftow such intellectual respect that this year he is being
installed at Oxford in one of the world’s most pr estigious
chairs of philosophy. As a Christian, his influence will
be widespread.

Too often thinkers spread themselves thin, studying a little
bit of this, a little bit of that interspersed with fun and

pleasure. The Christian scholar should remember the
words of the Apostle who said, “This one thing I do.” Tt
would be a worthwhile pursuit if a Christian scholar were
to find one person or one issue that interests her or him,

and then study the topic assiduous-

ly, and become an expert on it.

It would be a worthwhile

Then Christian faculty and graduate
students should share their research
and insights by writing carefully
researched papers and by reading
papers at professional meetings and
conferences. We should let the world
know our findings and discoveries.
It does no good to be a silent
bystander, fearful of criticism. Ata
recent humanities conference, thr ee
of my doctoral students read papers.
One challenged French philosopher
Lyotard’s rejection of metanarrative. A publisher heard
that lecture and was so impressed that he offered that
young doctoral student a contract to write a book on the
topic. What is important is not getting a book published,
but in this case it is that a young evangelical scholar is
beginning to have a voice in the intellectual struggles of
the day. So to the young Christian scholar I say, don’t be a
passive bystander. Focus your efforts on your studies.
Dig hard and dig deep to understand how the Lord of the
universe relates to your life, to your discipline, and to the
burning issues confronting our world. Do your homework
so you will have something worth saying. Then enter the
battle. Show the reasonableness of a Christian worldview.
Answer the skeptics, the unbelievers; but speak with intel-
ligence, honesty, accuracy, and precision. Have passion.
Show that you care about your project but be
humble. Be nice!

Fifth, as Christian scholars, we need to pay attention to the
issues of the day. Follow the example of Augustine,
Pascal, Warfield, Kuyper and others who have tried to

pursuit if a Christian scholar
were to find one person
or one issue that interests her
or him, and then study
the topic assiduously, and

become an expert on it.

address the questions plaguing their contemporaries. I
once heard Paul Tillich argue that the role of philosophers
is to identify and to analyze the questions society is rais-
ing. Then, Tillich said, theologians should propose
Biblical answers to those questions. But too often both
philosophers and theologians are dealing with issues
which were current 50 to100 years ago. We need to be
addressing the issues plaguing society today. Some of the
issues which need answers today are:

a) What is the nature of the human self? What is our
true identity? What is our answer to Sartre’s assertion that
the self is an empty bubble with
nothingness at its center? A contem-
porary description of the Imago Dei
(in the image of God) might go a
long way in answering the question

of what it means to be human.

b) In light of 21st century
understandings, what is the rela-
tion, if any, between transcendence
and immanence, between universals
and particulars, between special
and general revelation? Keith Ward
at Oxford is among the few
Christian guides in this minefield.
He leads the way in developing contemporary Biblical
answers to the questions of Divine Action - how a tran-
scendent God relates to a finite world.

c) Is there some hidden connection between whatev-
er truths the secularist holds and what divine r evelation
teaches? This involves an accurate appraisal of the secular
mind-set as well as a rethinking of God's r evealings.

d) What is the relation, if any, between Christianity
and the other world religions? Is there something unique
about Christianity? In today’s syncretistic atmosphere,
this requires an honest understanding of Islam, Hinduism,
Buddhism, and the other religions of the world as well as
a deeper understanding of Biblical religion.

e) Is the nature of Christian revelation, which is nor-
mative and authoritative for most Christians, primarily
doctrinal, relational, or informational? Or is it all of these?
Some Christians insist that revelation is primarily pr oposi-

Continued on Page 7
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NEWS FROM THE STUDY CENTER

RECENT HIGHLIGHTS

CULTURE SEMINAR: J. KAMERON CARTER LECTURE

On March 25th, the Culture Seminar of the Study Center, along with the Department of Religion and the Institute
for Black Culture at University of Florida, was pleased to sponsor a lecture by J. Kameron Carter, Assistant
Professor of Theology and Black Church Studies at Duke University Divinity School. His lecture, “ ‘It was a
Glorious Resurrection...”: On the Paschal Shape of Black Existence in Douglass’ 1845 Narrative,” examined par-
allels between Frederick Douglass’ autobiographical experiences as a slave who eventually won his freedom and
the passion of Christ. Dr. Anna Peterson, Professor of Religion at UF, also provided a response to
Dr. Carter’s lecture.

READING GROUP — THE WORKS OF ANNIE DILLARD

In April, discussions concluded on three books by Annie Dillard. Todd Best facilitated the monthly discussions.
The following is an excerpt from the essay “Living Like Weasels” in Teaching a Stone to Talk:

The thing is to stalk your calling in a certain skilled and supple way, to locate the most tender and live spot and
plug into that pulse. This is yielding, not fighting. A weasel doesn’t “attack” anything; a weasel lives as he’s
meant to, yielding at every moment to the perfect freedom of single necessity . . . I think it would be well, and
proper, and obedient, and pure, to grasp your one necessity and not let it go, to dangle from it limp wherever it
takes you.

READING GROUP — CHRISTIANITY AND THE ARTS

The “Christianity and the Arts” reading group recently completed its spring discussions. Richard Horner led
this series on the Dorothy Sayers book, Mind of the Maker, in which particular attention was given to the ways
God’s creative nature might be demonstrated in our own creativity as his image-bearers.

“THE CHURCH IN THE WORLD”

The Center’s director, Richard Horner, recently taught a five-week class on “The Church in the World.” The class
posed questions about: how the Church is to exist in relation to the culture, in what ways the Church has followed
cultural trends too closely, and how the family structure can serve as a biblical model for how to be the Church
in the world.

GooD NEws, BAD NEwS ON THE FINANCIAL FRONT

Good news: we now have nearly $45,000 of our $50,000 goal for building a classroom, and construction has begun.
Bad news: General Fund giving is down, and our operating balance is dangerously low. Can you help us with
either a contribution to put us over the top on the building fund, make a one-time gift to help us through the lean
summer months, or make a monthly commitment at whatever level you choose? Thank you for your considera-
tion, and thank you for using the form provided on p. 7.

CHRISTIAN STUDY CENTER OF GAINESVILLE




RECONSIDERATIONS JUNE 2002

NEWS FROM THE STUDY CENTER

THIS SUMMER AT THE CENTER

FIRST ANNUAL SUMMER INSTITUTE ON FAITH AND THE UNIVERSITY:
JUNE 1-4

The Summer Institute on Faith and the University is a three-day intensive gathering for Christian students at the
undergraduate and graduate levels of the university. This first-time event of the Christian Study Center will help
students identify and navigate through what is often perceived as tension between religious beliefs and the atti-
tudes and assumptions within their fields of study. The Institute will help students see that while this tension
can be genuine, it need not be stifling for a Christian’s intellectual life, nor should it escape explanation from
within a biblical framework. Instruction and discussion will address both the general approach to understand-
ing Christian faith in the context of the university and specific guidance within particular disciplines.

LANDMARKS AND ACCOLADES

The end of the spring semester marks the completion of the Christian Study Center’s second full academic year,
and this is cause for grateful enthusiasm both for what has taken place through our efforts as well as what we
anticipate for the future. The Center continues to hone in on its mission of helping the university community
explore the resources of the Christian tradition as well as the possibilities of biblical understanding. Most r ecent-
ly, we have seen a handful from the Center community reach landmarks of their own, and we want to congratu-
late them here.

Dr. Jay Lynch, President of the Board of the Christian Study Center

As a teaching oncologist at Shands Medical Center at the University of Florida, Dr. Lynch has recently been grant-
ed full professorship at the University. Additionally, for the second time in his career he has been recognized, by
the graduating class at the Medical School, with the Hippocratic Award for excellence in teaching.

Jason Coleman, Webmaster and officer of the Pascal Society

This spring Jason successfully completed his Ph.D. in neuroscience at the University of Florida and will be stay-
ing on as a post-doctoral researcher at the McKnight Brain Institute at UF where he will continue his work on
genetic research related to vision problems.

Amy Painter, Barista at the Oxford Coffee Company
Amy has just completed her bachelor’s degree from the University of Florida. She finishes with a B.S. in family,
youth, and community sciences.

Todd Best, Research Assistant and Intern

Having completed his M. A. in religion from the University of Florida this past December, Todd has been admitted
to a Ph.D. program in philosophy at the University of Missouri where he will start in the fall. While he will be
moving on to another place, he hopes to continue to be connected to the Center’s work in some capacity, and we
look forward to a life-long relationship with him.
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— BOOKS WORTH READING —
C. John Sommerville

Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the
Modern Identity. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1989.

Did you ever think you would see a time when the
most talked-about, most comprehensive and chal-
lenging book in academic philosophy would identify
itself as Christian? Charles Taylor’s Sources of the Self
has been out for fourteen years now and is being
cited as “magisterial.” It is nothing less than a
review of the whole history of Western philosophy on
its central point. That is, how do we understand our-
selves or our “identity,” and consequently how
should we argue our political and social issues.

Modern trends in philosophy have robbed us of the
very concepts that would help us to understand our-
selves and debate these matters sensibly.The latest
philosophers, writers, and artists that Taylor deals
with would probably agree that the West has lost its
way. Post-modernists claim that there was no way,
and we’ve just realized this. Taylor shows how we
got to such a pass. Being a Christian himself, he is
interested in showing how all philosophies since
Augustine have actually been developing aspects of
Christianity, though often beyond recognition. He
explains where our main approaches to philosophy
came from, their insights and exaggerations, and
their loss of two important truths with which philos-
ophy began.

Those two vital points are, first, that personal identi-
ty itself is a moral concept. We are not just organ-
isms, since we cannot be accounted for apart from a
narrative involving our evaluations, choices, commit-
ments, and even our loves. We cannot be described
by a frozen cross-section, as it were. A non-moral
and unhistorical understanding of the human would
be unrealistic. The second point is the reality of
“goods.” Ancient philosophers thought that morali-
ty was about what it is good to be, and not just what
it is right to do. Ethical philosophy was a matter of
judging lives and not just acts. And our lives are
shaped by what Taylor calls “constitutive” or moti-
vating goods. Philosophers stopped talking about
objective goods because people disagreed on them, or
because they were seen as confining or destructive if
taken too far. This started us on a futile search for
moral procedures rather than moral goods.

But, as Taylor takes a lot of time pointing out, our
philosophers are smuggling the old “constitutive
goods” into their arguments without realizing it.
Leading thinkers like Rawls, Hare, and Habermas do
not acknowledge the goods that underlie their
“rights.” This makes for confusion and actually
increases our conflicts rather than diminishing them.

Taylor groups recent figures around the two main
branches of Enlightenment naturalism: a school of
disengaged reason, resulting in science, and a school
of expressive Romanticism, resulting in various artis-
tic “modernisms.” He has less to say about his third
main force, Theism, until the very end. (Note the sim-
ilarity to Alasdair MacIntyre’s Three Rival Versions of
Moral Enquiry, 1990.) By noting these three frame-
works, he shows how Christian notions are embed-
ded in its two rivals without their being aware of it.
As a result, there is more religion in the academy
than it is aware of, though it is badly garbled.

Taylor does not say enough about the goods he has in
mind, but they are such things as the respect we owe
to others and to the environment, to posterity, and to
our promises. We might think of these goods simply
as our subjective “values,” or the convenient lies of
those who would control us. But they are actually
more real than we are, giving us not only direction
but also the motives and courage and energy to carry
us through. They are more like spiritual instincts,
integral parts of being human. Taylor is therefore
part of what is being called “the ontological turn,” a
“substantive” rather than “procedural” school of
ethics (with others like Maclntyre, Heidegger,
Merleau-Ponty, Polanyi), which takes issue with
Enlightenment epistemology.

Whether Taylor, whose career has been at McGill
University (Montreal), will be thanked for this by
philosophers will be interesting to see. He enjoys
showing how much Nietzsche is his ally in criticizing
those who are generally Nietzschean. But he also
respects the philosophers he critcizes, giving them
credit for good motives even when mistaken, in his
view. There is sure to be resistance to the revived use
of terms such as love, good, higher, and moral law,
within the discipline. It may require a generational
change to see the difference that he and his school
will make.

Taylor may have thought he was writing for a gener-
al audience, but despite his efforts to be clear, it is a
long and tough read. His efforts to show how philo-
sophical views of the human found expression in
painting and literature would be more interesting if
we were all on his level. And he is frank in admitting
that he is neglecting the social factors that might help
explain the movements of thought. But Christians
who were less than satisfied with Francis Schaeffer’s
sketchy and flawed works, and do not know whether
to trust Peter Kreeft's somewhat tendentious surveys
can feel more confident with Taylor. The book is an
education in itself, if one has the patience. And one
can be assured of knowing how an expert like Taylor
surveys a playing field like philosophy.

C. John Sommerville is Professor of History
at the University of Florida
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Continued from Page 3
will, he shall know whether the teaching is from God.” In

His will is His truth and in His Truth is His will. Those
who do His will come to know the depths of His Tr uth.

tional, leading to correct doctrinal statements. Others will
propose that revelation is primarily perspectival, under-
stood most clearly in its context. Others insist that r evela-
tion is primarily a relational, personal encounter with
Jesus Christ. Still others like Pascal with his three or ders T. R. Glover once asked, “How did the Church, confr onted
have declared that revelation is multi-faceted and includes by the power of Greek philosophy, Roman might, and
unchecked sensuality change the direction of world histo-
ry?” That renowned historian replied that the early

One could go on endlessly listing issues needing the atten- Christians out-lived the pagans, out-died them, and out-
thought them. In our day, how can we change the course

all of these notions.

tion of keen Christian minds: problems of bio-medical
ethics (e.g. cloning), of language (deconstructionism), the of history in a Christly direction? We must out-live and
out-die the secular world. Thank God that many are doing

nature of power (multilateral vs. unilateral power among
that today. But we also must out-think the pagan world.

people and nations), the need for community - but what
We must provide better analyses, better answers, better

solutions. And that, we must do soon. Who knows but

kind of community? We should be joining with others in
developing Christian responses to today’s burning ques-

tions by making up-to-date 21st century applications of what we have come to the kingdom for just such an hour,

eternal Biblical truths. for just such an age of mammoth change as this. A con-

fused world waits to hear what Christians have to say.

Finally, to be a Christian scholar who makes a dif ference And because of this, I turn again to the Christian scholar

requires most of all that we have an authentic, personal and say, give yourself to your crucified, risen Lord. Out-

experience of Him who claimed to be “The W ay, the Truth live, out-die, and out-think unbelief, and a lost, fright-
and the Life.” He can reveal to our hearts and minds ened, and bewildered world will listen.

dimensions of Truth which cannot be gained except by an

infinite Person revealing Himself to finite persons. Charles Mackenzie is Professor of Philosophy

and Theology at Reformed Theological Seminary

Remember Jesus” words: “If any man’s will is to do his
in Orlando, Florida.
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The Christian Study Center is funded solely through the generous contributions of those who share our commitment to serve the
university community with a biblical understanding of life. We invite you to join us as a financial partner.
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O I'would like to help you build a classroom for the Study Center.
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