The Christian Experience of Truth Versus the Rhetoric of Values

Graham Redding

16 November 2005 

Values are back on the public agenda. According to recent media reports, the Ministry of Education and Police are advocating the introduction of values programmes in schools. A new programme developed by Police & teachers called “Do the Right Thing” has been launched in primary schools, and a similar programme will be added to national curriculum in 2007. These values include such things as honesty, respect & responsibility.

Sergeant Mike Fulcher, the Counties Manukau’s Community Services Manager, is quoted as saying that many young people presenting to family group conferences show no remorse or connection with their behaviour, and can’t see that it is wrong.
 Michelle Nixon, writing for Education Review, says that “signs of disintegration are plenty – primary school children are now being suspended for assault and sexual misconduct and there are well-documented increases in teenage pregnancy, youth suicide and violent crime.”
 The Principals Federation President, Pat Newman, is quoted as saying that huge numbers of children receive no values education at home, and if the schools don’t do it, society is going to get a lot worse than it is.
 

The overarching impression here is that society is getting worse, early intervention is the key to rectifying the problem, and values education in schools is a key strategy.

Of course, values education is not a new concept. Nixon notes the variety of values-based programmes already available to schools, some of which have a religious base, some of which don’t:

· Virtues Project (with origins in the Baha’i movement)

· Foundation for Character Education Inc (based on the teaching of CS Lewis)

· Kia Kaha (a secular anti-bullying programme promoted by the Police)

· Living Values (a Ministry of Education programme)

In the midst of this advocacy for values programmes, some cautionary notes are being sounded. A recent DomPost editorial
 questioned the capacity and desirability of schools to do what should be being done in the home. Moreover, “as the debate over civil union legislation showed,” the editorial said, “New Zealanders hold widely diverse views of morality. The suspicion must be that the values that can be agreed on will be so bland as to be meaningless.” 

Even allowing for that, though, for many people and organisations values-talk seems to have become a way of referring to issues of purpose and meaning whilst avoiding the difficulties associated with competing truth-claims. As one person said to me recently, we might not find agreement in relation to matters of truth, but we can find agreement in relation to values.
On the subject of the capacity of values to express personal and organisational aspirations, Rakesh Khurana, in his study on the corporate world in the United States of America, has observed that “over the last twenty years, business has been elevated … into an activity transcending the profane task of making money. Business is now portrayed as having a moral dimension. The change can be seen in the publicity materials of companies such as the cigarette manufacturer Philip Morris, which claims to be motivated by higher purposes than a mere desire to sell cigarettes. Instead, Philip Morris is supposedly guided by the values of ‘integrity, trust, passion, creativity, quality and sharing,’ as well as by a ‘belief in adult choice.’  DuPont doesn’t just produce chemicals anymore, but has instead dedicated itself to ‘the work of improving life on our planet.’”

Interesting to note, too, is the extent to which values-talk permeates religious and political discourse. This was especially evident, observes Jim Wallace, editor of Sojourners Magazine and author of God’s Politics: A Vision for Faith and Politics in America, in the 2004 presidential election, where “family values” were very much on the electoral agenda. Abortion and gay marriage were the flashpoint issues in this regard. The religious Right, says Wallace, in its opposition to both these things dominated the public debates about values, but failed to see that policies designed to combat poverty might be of equal or even greater relevance to the issue of “family values”.

If the language of “family values” is problematic, so too is the language of “Christian values”, which one often hears in churches and church schools,
 insofar as it is unclear what it is that distinguishes “Christian values” from, say, “Buddhist values” or indeed “secular values”. Christians certainly don’t have a monopoly on such things as kindness, generosity and other things usually associated with “Christian values”.
Of course, advocates of values programmes say this is precisely the benefit of values. It is alleged that, because they are grounded in our common humanity, they have the capacity to draw people beyond their cultural and religious differences to find common ground, upon which they can build. As Catholic Education Office chief executive, Pat Lynch, says, “Whether you happen to be a Buddhist or an agnostic or an atheist or a Christian or whatever, we can actually agree on a core set of values which are fundamental to the smooth functioning of society.”

This assumption translates into the way that values are taught. In an article entitled “The Socratic Approach to Character Education”,
 two American educationalists, David Elkind and Freddy Sweet, advocate a process of “values clarification”, whereby that which is deemed to be known intuitively and universally is made explicit through a series of questions based on hypothetical situations which lead students to examine the validity of their opinions and beliefs. The role of the facilitator in this process, usually the teacher, is not to tell the students what to think or how to act, but rather to help them clarify for themselves the relationship between the values they espouse and the choices they make. The assumption here, openly stated by Elkind and Sweet, is that people have an innate knowledge of right and wrong; they just need the confidence and encouragement to articulate it and act upon it.
One cannot help feeling somewhat cynical at this point. As Ivan Snook, spokesperson for the Quality Public Education Coalition, points out, “Though many people presume an agreed set of values, such as kindness, fairness and generosity, is possible, this only works at a very general, abstract level, because people don’t in fact agree where it counts – in practice.”
One doesn’t have to look far to find examples of this. In the news earlier this year was the story of a Corrections Department female officer, Josie Bullock, refusing to comply with Marae protocol because, she said, it is discriminatory towards women.
 Then, a few weeks later, a story about the Prime Minister, Helen Clark, complying with Muslim protocol when visiting a mosque, which meant wearing the appropriate head covering and entering through a different door to men, something she would not do in other settings.
What we begin to see through stories such as these is that values (in this case, the equality of women) are perspectival. They are grounded in narratives, cultural practices and world views. It seems to me that much of the current talk about values fails to acknowledge, and grapple with these underling realities.
Interestingly, twelve years ago, American theologian, Robert Jenson, wrote an article entitled “How the World Lost Its Story”,
 in which he reflected on the significance of narrative in conveying a sense of history and meaning and providing us with a world view, a framework for understanding what it means to be human, and what the purpose of human life is. He further reflected on the erosion of narrative in secular Western society. 
According to Jenson, modernity, emerging as it did from Christendom, inherited from Judaism and Christianity a belief that we inhabit what might be called a ‘narratable world’. It supposed that the world ‘out there’ is such that stories can be told that are true to it. And it supposed that the reason narratives can be true to the world is that the world somehow ‘has’ its own true story, antecedent to, and enabling of, the stories we tell about ourselves in it.

Postmodernism, he says, represents the collapse of this supposition. Jenson attributes modernity’s inability to maintain faith in a narratable world to an underlying disjunction between narrative and narrator. Put simply, “if there is no universal story-teller, then the universe can have no story line. Neither you nor I nor all of us put together can so shape the world that it can make narrative sense; if God does not invent the world’s story, then it has none, then the world has no narrative of its own. If there is no God … there is no narratable world.”

So if we are to ask, why do we have such a high incidence of youth suicides and other social problems in this country, and indeed throughout the Western world – is it because of a lack of values? – Jensen would likely reply that it has more to do with the fragmentation, rootlessness and disconnectedness of a culture that has lost its Story, and the despair that issues from these realities: “The reason,” he says, “so many now cannot ‘find their place’ is that they are unaware of the possibility of a kind of world or society that could have such things as places, though they may recite, as a sort of mantra, memorized phrases about ‘getting my life together’ and the like. There are now many who do not and cannot understand their lives as realistic narrative.”

“So how,” Jenson asks, “with respect to ‘story’, must the church’s mission now be conducted?”
 
“Throughout modernity,” he responds, “the church has presumed that its mission was directed to persons who already understood themselves as inhabitants of a narratable world. Moreover, since the God of a narratable world is the God of Scripture, the church was also able to presume that the narrative sense people had antecedently tried to make of their lives had somehow to cohere with the particular story, ‘the gospel,’ that the church had to communicate. … In effect, the church could say to her hearers: ‘You know that story you think you must be living out in the real world? We are here to tell you about its turning point and outcome.’”

“But,” Jenson goes on to say, “this is precisely what the postmodern church cannot presume. What then?” he asks. “The obvious answer is that if the church does not find her hearers antecedently inhabiting a narratable world, then the church must herself be that world.”

“The church has in fact had great experience of just this role,” Jenson suggests. “One of the many analogies between postmodernity and dying antiquity – in which the church lived for most of her creative period – is that the late antique world also insisted on being a meaningless chaos, and that the church had to save her converts by offering herself as the narratable world within which life could be lived with dramatic coherence. Israel had been the nation that lived a realistic narrative amid nations that lived otherwise; the church offered herself to the gentiles as their Israel.”

And the means by which the church constituted herself for this purpose was in her liturgy. Jenson: “For the ancient church, the walls of the place of Eucharist, whether these were the walls of a basement or of Hagia Sophia or of an imaginary circle in the deserts, enclosed a world. And the great drama of the Eucharist was the narrative life of that world. Nor was this a fictive world, for its drama is precisely the ‘real’ presence of all reality’s true author, elsewhere denied. The classic liturgical action of the church was not about anything else at all; it was itself the reality about which truth could be told.”

“In the postmodern world,” Jenson concludes, “if a congregation … wants to be ‘relevant’, here is the first step: it must recover the classic liturgy of the church, in all its dramatic density, sensual actuality, and brutal realism, and make this the one exclusive centre of its life. In the postmodern world, all else must at best be decoration and more likely distraction.”

Jenson’s call for the Church to be a narratable world resonates with John Zizioulas’ portrayal of the Church as “a ‘mode of existence,’ a way of being.”
 This way of being is not something that results from the aspirations and endeavours of its members. Rather, it is an ecclesial fact, born from above, grounded in the activity of the Triune God, and disclosed in the One whose existence is applied to our historical existence not in abstracto or individualistically, but in and through a community which, through the activity of the Spirit, is nothing less than the body of Christ.
 
According to this understanding, truth is not to be equated with, or reduced to a series of so-called universal truths, principles or values. Rather it something that is experienced in community – a community which through its Eucharistic life constitutes a narratable world where, in the words of Zizioulas, truth is revealed and experienced as communion. 
For Zizioulas, as for Jenson, the Eucharist is the focal point of this activity, and as such is the locus of truth. “In the Eucharistic assembly, Zizioulas says, “God’s Word reaches man and creation not from the outside … but as ‘flesh’ – from inside our own existence, as part of creation. For this reason, the Word of God does not dwell in the human mind as rational knowledge or in the human soul as a mystical inner experience, but as communion within a community. And it is most important to note that in this way of understanding Christ as truth, Christ Himself becomes revealed as truth not in a community but as a community. So truth is not just something ‘expressed’ or ‘heard,’ a propositional or a logical truth; but something which is, i.e. an ontological truth: the community itself becoming the truth.”

Zizioulas proceeds to spell out some of the implications of understanding truth as communion. We note in passing just two of these. Firstly, he says, “the eucharist shows that truth is not just something concerning humanity alone, but has profound cosmic dimensions. The Christ of the eucharist is revealed as the life and recapitulation of all creation.”

Secondly, a eucharistic concept of truth shows how truth becomes freedom, with freedom being defined in a particular way – not as freedom of choice as exercised by the autonomous individual, but rather as the freedom of being in communion, a state of being that is grounded in the eternal freedom and purpose of the Triune God.

Returning to Jenson, a key feature of this Eucharistic life, this narratable world, is its eschatological orientation. It is laden with promise and possibility. In lamenting the loss of story in relation to Western civilisation, Jenson also laments the absence of promise. “The gospel,” he points out, “is ineradicably an eschatological message, it tells its story as the story of created time’s end and fulfilment. Modernity’s secularised version of eschatological faith was its notorious confidence in progress, and was constituted for modernity’s whole practice and self-understanding. In its liberal version, confidence in progress shaped Europe and founded the United States. In its Marxist and pre-Marxist versions, confidence in progress fuelled the great modern revolutions.”

Because modernity’s hope was in progress, when that hope was discredited, modernity lacked the resource for renewing it or for acquiring any other sort of hope. “The mere negation of faith in progress is sheer lack of hope,” Jenson concludes, “and hopelessness is the very definition of postmodernism.”

In this context, there is opportunity for the Church to provide something that is missing in our secularised culture – assemblies of what Jenson calls “unabashed eschatological vision”. “’Going to church,’” he says, “must be a journey to the place where we will behold our destiny, where we will see what is to become of us.”
 In this age, the Church must be the place where beatific vision is anticipated and trained. 
At the heart of all this, he concludes, stands the Eucharist, that dramatic foretaste of the heavenly banquet. Then, having effectively issued a call for the Church to recover this insight into its nature and purpose, he asks rather poignantly, “How can we point our lives to the Kingdom’s great Banquet, if its foretaste is spread before us with all the beauty of a McDonald’s counter?”

That question alone, it seems to me, constitutes a very real challenge for the Church of the twenty-first century, not least of which in my own Presbyterian denomination, where emerging patterns of worship appear to be doing little to cultivate a sense of the Church being either a Eucharistic community or a narratable world. Indeed, the opposite could be said to be the case. Far from presenting an alternative to the deconstructive tendencies of postmodernism, we are allowing those tendencies to deeply influence the form and content of Christian worship.
 At the McDonald’s counter of contemporary worship and spirituality we are presented with a smorgasbord of options, with little, if any, of the selection being regarded as normative, the result of which is a fragmentation of the narratable world that has been both distinctive and sustaining of the Church throughout its history.
Much more could be said at this point, but time is against us, so I would like to conclude this paper by returning briefly to the issue of values. I have argued here that much of the values-talk we hear today is both shallow and problematic. It is symptomatic of a culture that, in the words of Robert Jenson, has lost its Story and, I would further suggest, is experiencing a crisis of truth. Moreover, I would conclude that, to the extent that the Church is willing to recast the Gospel in terms of values that allegedly transcend our cultural and religious differences, it too is in the process of losing its Story and settling for something that is far less than the truth of Jesus Christ.
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