A Wake Up Call
From the Introduction to Who Gets to Narrate the World by Robert Webber

This book addresses the most pressing spiritual issue of our time: Who Gets to Narrate the World?  


At one time the Western world was narrated by the Biblical God and the story of his work in Israel and Jesus to redeem and restore the whole creation.  Today, this story of God’s cosmic salvation has been lost in the West.  In Europe the light has nearly flickered out and in North America the light is growing very dim.  New challenges now appear on the horizon. 


These new challenges were identified in 2006 in the prologue to The Call to an Ancient Evangelical Future.  The writers state that the North American expression of evangelicalism needs to be especially sensitive to the new external and internal challenges facing God’s people” (Italics mine).  (The Call is included in Chapter 7, pp__)

What are the new challenges?  


The Call identifies them in the following words:  “These external challenges include the current cultural milieu and the resurgence of religious and political ideologies.  The internal challenges include evangelical accommodation to civil religion, rationalism, privatism and pragmatism.”  


This dual challenge, the threat of Islamic religious nationalism on the one hand and the weakening of Western Christian faith due to cultural accommodation on the other hand – constitute the deep spiritual struggle that this book is all about.  How can a weakened Christian faith stand up to the aggressive goals of Islamic nationalism and religious world domination?


Radical Islam and Christianity are in conflict.  For Christians it is a spiritual battle.  For Radical Islam, the faith of Islam is not primarily spiritual, but the external submission to Allah, a head acceptance of the teaching of his final prophet Mohammed and strict legal obedience to Sharia (Sha REE ah) Law.


Let’s look at these two challenges to the Christian faith – the external and the internal -more deeply.

THE EXTERNAL CHALLENGE:  RADICAL ISLAM

Let’s begin by look at the naked facts of demographics – the Western world of developed countries is shrinking and dying while the Eastern Muslim world is coming alive and spreading.

The Demographic Picture

Muslims are growing at a rapid rate and stand ready to become the majority population in many countries.  The norm for the replacement of a society is 2.1 children.  Every couple needs two children and some at least three for a society to keep the population the same.  America’s birth rate is 2.1 but Europe, Canada, Japan and Russia among others are not reproducing themselves.  Consider these statistics:


Greece: 1.3 births per couple


Italy: 1.2 births per couple


Spain: 1.1 births per couple


Canada: 1.48 births per couple


Europe: 1.38 births per couple


Japan: 1.32 births per couple


Russia: 1.14 births per couple


Muslims: 3.5 average in the above countries


Mark Steyn claims “What’s happening in the developed world is one of the fastest demographic evolutions in history … much of what we loosely call the Western world will not survive the twenty-first century, and much of it [the Western world] will effectively disappear within our life times, including many if not most European countries... it’s the end of the world as we know it… Islam, however, has serious global ambitions, and it forms the primal, core identity of most of its adherents in the Middle East, South Asia and elsewhere.  Islam has youth and will, Europe has age and welfare”(1)

While the developed world of Western civilization is in decline, the Muslim world is experiencing a growth as it now has substantial populations in every developed country.  Between 1970 – 2000, the “developed world declined from just under 30 percent of the global population to just over 20 percent, and the Muslim nations increased about 15 percent to 20 percent.”(2) (Italics mine) 


I have mentioned the demographic challenge because it highlights the spiritual struggle we Christians will face.  The Muslims have spread to countries around the world where Christians have the freedom to worship and evangelize.  Where Muslims become a major contender for political power, they will most likely force their religion on the entire population demanding that Christians become Muslim or face martyrdom.  Consider that “of the forty-six Muslim majority nations in the world, only three [are] free.” (3)  The Muslims do not embrace freedom of conscious, nor do they tolerate differences.

Those who will not submit to Allah must be killed.  


Of the 1.2 billion Muslims in the world 300 million are committed to radical Islam and the numbers grow every day.


“You love life,” they say, “but we love death.”


Consider what Bernard Lewis, one of the world’s most respected historians of Islam has to say in his New York Times best seller What Went Wrong? The Clash Between Islam and Modernity in the Middle East.
Osama bin Laden…in February 1998…proclaimed a jihad in the name of the “World Islamic Front.”… In this proclamation he called on his followers “to kill Americans and their allies, both civil and military … By God’s leave, we call on every Muslim who believes in God and hopes for reward to obey God’s command to kill the Americans and plunder their possessions wherever he finds them and whenever he can.  Likewise we call on the Muslim ulema and leaders and youth and soldiers to launch attacks against the armies of the American devils and against those who are allied with them from among the helpers of Satan…” For those who respond to this call, the conflict is clearly a war to the death between Muslims and unbelievers, the latest phase in a struggle that has been going on for more than fourteen centuries since the time of the Prophet Mohammed, the revelation of the Qur’an, and the advent of Islam …


One can only hope that, in time, the cause of freedom will triumph once again as it has already triumphed over the Nazis and the Communists.  If it does not, the outlook for the Islamic world, and perhaps for the West, will be grim. (4)
The Threat of Radical Islam

During the course of writing this book I have shared my concern about radical Islam with a number of people.  I have been surprised at how many of my Christian friends have dismissed the goals of Islamic fundamentalism as a “bump in the road.”  So let me express my concern about the threat of radical Islam with one example.


You may remember the furor over Pope Benedict VXI’s remarks made at a lecture given at the University of Regensburg in Germany in September, 2006.  In his speech which addressed faith and reason, he quoted the Byzantine Emperor Manuel II Paleologus, who, during a debate with Islam in the Medieval era said “Show me just what [Prophet] Mohammed brought that was new, and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached.”


The Emperor spoke the truth.  The Muslim faith is motivated by world conquest.  Yes, there are Muslims throughout history and even now who do not openly subscribe to the expansion of their faith through violence, but precious few Muslims are standing up against the Islamic radicals.  And, world domination by the sword if necessary is the theological commitment of Muslim eschatology.


The response to Pope Benedict’s comment by the Muslim terrorists is a case in point.  The response of Al-Qaida in Iraq to the Pope is that “This war against Christianity and the West will go on until Islam takes over the world.”  In a statement addressing the Pope the Mujahodeen council, an umbrella organization of Sunni extremists in Iraq, stated “you and the West are doomed, as you can see from your defeat in Iraq, Afghanistan, Chechnya and elsewhere”…”You infidels and despots, we will continue our Jihad and never stop until God avails us to chop your necks and raise the fluttering banner of monotheism, when God’s rule is established governing all people and nations” (5)



Radical Islamic terrorists are convinced that they alone worship the one true God.  God has called them to destroy the infidels so that Allah (which means, the God) can reign throughout his universe.


When Allah’s reigns, he will bring the whole world under his command as delivered and interpreted by Mohammed.  Then, when the entire world lives under Sharia Law, the world will be at peace for Allah’s will for the world will be accomplished.


There is a physical side to the resistance against Radical Islam (the war). However, my primary concern in this book is not the physical war, but the spiritual battle in which we Christians are to engage.  The words of Paul are entirely appropriate “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world, and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realm” (Eph. 6:12).  I am persuaded that the Islamic radicals view of God and the world originates from the powers and principalities.  For this reason, we must recognize that we are dealing with a deeply grounded spiritual struggle.  That is what makes Who Gets to Narrate the World? the most pressing spiritual question of our time.  However, there is another side to the question – the weakening of the church by its cultural accommodation – and thus the fear that many will wilt before the sword.
THE INTERNAL ISSUE:  CHRISITAN ACCOMMODATION TO CULTURE


The challenge of radical Islam demands that we take inventory of our present understanding and practice of the faith.  My conviction and that of a growing number of Christians is that the Christian faith in the later part of the twentieth century and now in the 21st century has been weakened by its accommodation to culture.


One of the major reasons why the church has fallen prey to a cultural accommodation is that the church has become disconnected from its roots in scripture, in the ancient church and its heritage through the centuries.  This failure of the church to keep faith with its own origins and history is in and of itself a matter of cultural accommodation.  For we live in a society that has lost its own heritage.  We now drift in a sea of pluralism and relativism with little sense of our past.  If it is true that the road to the future lies in the past, it is also true that when the past has been lost or neglected there is no certain future.  We are at that point now in the Western culture, not only in the broad cultural sense, but also in the church which has increasingly followed the curvature of culture and lost its connection to the Christian past.


When the past is lost as it now is in our Western world, there is nothing left to focus on except the self.  We live in a culture of disbelief when it comes to our Christian heritage.  However, when it comes to our personal well-being and future, we live in the culture of belief in the self.  There is almost nothing the self cannot do.  So, the popular guru “Dr. Phil,” not withstanding that he has some helpful insights, has titled his best selling book Self Matters.  His main point is that we must create our own life through the rediscovery of the inner self.  If this is so, then ore life in this world must be self-generated.  There are no objective common guidelines for the fulfilled life.  


Christopher Lasch addresses the focus on self in his book The Culture of Narcissism, a book everyone should read.  He speaks of “our culture’s indifference to the past,” which “shades into active hostility and rejection.”  This indifference has become “the most telling proof of that culture’s bankruptcy.” (6)

What Lasch says about our cultural situation can be and must be applied to the evaluation of our faith and to the church’s heritage.  The narcissism that is so prevalent in our worship songs, in our prayers and preaching, and in a misguided spirituality that focuses on the journey of the self is a sign of our impoverished understanding of the gospel and our Christian heritage.  One frightening result of narcissism is that “we allow ‘experts’ to define our needs.”


One of the most dangerous of these experts who have set out to define our needs are the marketing experts who have successfully managed to turn our culture into a consumerist society.  They know how to sell us what we don’t need.

Once again Christopher Lasch is on target.  He refers to our market-driven consumerist society as the creation of “the propaganda of commodities.”  After the 60’s when the new technology began to satisfy “our basic material needs” manufacturers were forced to convince people to buy goods for which they are unaware of any need.”(7)  To accomplish this need, a new discipline emerged – Advertising.


The approach to advertising was “to promote consumption as a way of life.”  To persuade people to purchase products that would change their lives, the appeal centered around romance – “allusions to exotic places and vivid experiences.”(8)  Buy this or that product, we were told, and your life will be fulfilled.  It will bring new vigor to your life, make you popular, improve your sex life and result in unending happiness.  Romance and sex sell.


One can readily see that the focus on fulfillment from the superficiality of owning this or that product or article of clothing, or taking this vacation, or living in a particular house or apartment with these gimmicks, has caused a shift in values.  The value of hard fulfilling work is no longer in fulfilling work itself.  Work for meaning is exchanged for work for money.  Money buys these goods that provide meaning through the ownership of material things.  


Furthermore, politics, instead of dealing with real issues has become the politics of advertising and consumption.  Winners are not always those with the best qualifications or the finest developed character, or experience that is solid preparation, but the one who can produce the flashiest spectacle that captures the imagination. 


The church, too, has been influenced by business models, by the market-driven advertising and by the spectacle.  Worship, in particular, which is the window to the church has become affected by the consumer model.  Jesus has become a product to sell, worship being the primary venue.  Most churches do give greater indepth Christian instruction in small groups and home studies.  However, there are a good proportion of people who never get past the window dressing of worship entertainment, where they continually feed on Pabulum, rather than the meat of God’s Word and the sustenance of communion.  The substance of worship, which is to remember God’s saving deeds in the past culminating in Jesus Christ and anticipate the overthrow of all evil at Christ’s coming to rule forever over all creation has been lost.


In sum, there is much more that could be said about these two challenges – Radical Islam and accommodation to culture.  However, I will return to both again and again throughout this book.  For I am convinced that the people of God, who have a faith influenced by cultural accommodation have not been adequately trained in the spiritual discipline of God’s narrative and the Christian heritage of the church to deal with the real threat of Radical Islam and Jihad. 
CONCLUSION


This book has been prompted by these two external and internal challenges:  


The overriding theme is to get ready for the spiritual struggle with radical Islam by understanding and practicing the fullness of God’s narrative.  Whether you are a pastor, a youth worker, a worship leader, an evangelist, a teacher or an active lay person in the church, the effect of restoring God’s narrative is manifold.  It will not only change you and the church, it will invigorate your theological thinking and restore your worship, your spirituality, as well as the church’s life and witness in the world.


By understanding and practicing God’s narrative in the church and its ministries and in our personal lives we may experience a substantial change in society.  In the Letter to Diognetus, an anonymous second century document, the writer makes an analogy to the presence of the church in the world to the soul in the body.  “What the soul is in the body” the author writes, “that Christians are in the world” (9).  This analogy shows how the question of this book, Who gets to narrate the world? is essential to the mission of the church and to our personal witness.

This is why I am calling us back to a comprehensive understanding of God’s narrative and to a recovery of the cosmic nature of the Good News.  It is the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, not Allah, who created the world, who has reclaimed the world, redeemed the world, and will ultimately rule over the whole world in the New Heavens and Earth.  We Christians not only need to be able to say these words, we need to demonstrate what they mean in the present contest with the powers of evil directed against us by Radical Islam.

The brevity of this work is intentional.  I want it to serve as a wake-up call, a call to the kind of knowledge that leads to a deeper spiritual commitment to our life in this world and to a spiritual readiness for the struggle that lies ahead.

Knowing that the gates of hell cannot prevail against the church, we must now prepare ourselves by re-learning not only God’s story in Biblical times (Ch. 1), but also how God’s story was formed in Pagan Rome (Ch. 2), and how it impacted the foundations of Western civilization (Ch. 3).  We also need to know how the story became lost (Ch. 4), why secular relativism and pluralism cannot produce the will to survive in our postmodern, post-Christian, Neo-Pagan world (Ch.5), be aware of Radical Islam and other contenders to the faith (Ch. 6), and demonstrate to the world how God’s story can revive the West, impact the foundations of civilization and transform lives and culture as we once again seek to narrate the world Christianly (Ch 7).


Surely, the rediscovery of God’s narrative and its implications for ministry are the most pressing spiritual issues facing the church at the beginning of the 21st century.



How will the mission of God – which is to be proclaimed and lived out by the church – fare in the 21st century in the face of an aggressive radical Islam?

Summary and Implications for Discussion:
· Christianity and radical Islam are in conflict – a conflict that will continue to explode into the 21st century – and rival the Christian faith in the Western world.

· The goal of radical Muslims is a national-religious world domination.  The eschatology of Allah is for all to submit to Allah’s revelation to Mohammed and live under Sharia Law.

· Western Christianity is in a weakened state due to its cultural accommodation to consumerism, pragmatism, narcissism and other secular ideologies.

· The current challenge to the church and to us as members of the body of Christ is to recover the fullness of God’s narrative and the vitality of its life in the world.
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