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In his provocative book, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, evangelical historian
Mark Noll decries the lack of an evangelical mind in the academy, and challenges evangelical
Christians to consider the importance of the cultivation of the mind as a divine calling.
Unfortunately, the Christian mind in anthropology lags behind many disciplines because,
among other reasons, there are so few Christian anthropologists. Why is this? According to
a Carnegie Foundation survey, anthropology is the most secular of the disciplines. It has
a record of hostility to Christianity that is borne out by the experiences by many evangelical
Christians. This essay elaborates some of the tensions between anthropology and Christianity
and provides a response to some of these tensions. It suggests that evangelical Christians can
influence the academy by immersing themselves in it and by pursuing pure research rather
than just focusing on more applied concerns such as missions, development and the church.

I
n 1994, historian Mark Noll published a

provocative book called the Scandal of the

Evangelical Mind1 lamenting the lack of

intellectual impact of evangelical scholars

upon the academy. Some of these themes

were revisited and enlarged by Michael

Hamilton in “The Elusive Idea of Christian

Scholarship”2 and by the responses of Joel

Carpenter,3 Dorothy Chappell,4 and Don

King.5 These scholars argue that evangelical

history, combined with American pragma-

tism and utility, have degraded the value of

exercising the mind for its own sake. Fur-

ther, the American values of achievement,

individualism, and humanitarianism have

focused attention on evangelism and help-

ing others. While these tasks are important,

evangelicals have often failed to love God

with their minds. They have failed to grasp

the importance of contributing to the secular

academy, to recognize the latent significance

of that contribution to the future of the

church, and to cultivate the mind for its own

sake as good stewardship of God’s image.

Evangelicals have failed to “tend the gar-

den” of the knowledge of God’s creation and

to work toward redeeming it through that

cultivation. Further, evangelicals have failed

to recognize the importance of bringing

glory to God by learning about him through

the study of his created world.6

While all of these reasons are compelling,

challenging, and relate to all disciplines,

the problems between the Christian mind

and anthropology go much deeper. In this

paper, I want to explore some reasons why

there are so few Christian anthropologists

and why those that do exist have had little

impact on the academy.7
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The Problem
In anthropology, the “Scandal of the Evangelical Mind”

exists because there has been relatively little scholarship

by Christian anthropologists directed to the academy.

We have not “paid our dues” enough to establish credi-

bility. Related to this problem is the hostility between

anthropologists and missionaries, in particular, and

between anthropologists and Christians in general. This

hostility is not only borne out by my own personal experi-

ence and that of other Christian anthropologists and

Christian students of anthropology, but is also reflected

in a Carnegie survey of the religious and political views

of departments in American colleges and universities.8

In that survey, 65% of respondents in anthropology

departments answered “none” to the question: “What is

your religion?” This percentage was the highest among

all the disciplines, and was ten percent higher than the

next highest department (philosophy). It was more than

twice the average frequency (30%) of the “none” response

among faculty in all disciplines.

The strong a-religious tendency of anthropologists is

illustrated in a recent article by Christian anthropologist

Robert J. Priest.9 Writing in the leading journal in the field,

Priest documented how the phrase, “The Missionary

Position”10 has become a powerful metaphor: (1) to dis-

parage traditional Christianity and morality, and (2) to

characterize asymmetric power and allegedly hegemonic

relationships such as Christian missionary activity. The

“missionary position” as a symbol:

… summarizes modernist objections to Christian

morality as a morality of negation, as ethnocentric

and as lacking adequate foundations. By post-

modernists this symbol is employed to argue that

modernism itself is a morality of negation, that it is

ethnocentric and that it lacks adequate foundations.

As a foundation for morality, rationality is as inade-

quate as God and special revelation.11

Further, it:

… essentializes (and scorns) Christian morality as

taboo morality and used this very scorn … as a justi-

fication for imposing a taboo on speech form and

explicitly religious subject position in academic

discursive spaces.12

The hostility between anthropologists and Christians is

also illustrated by a response from a Christian graduate

student in anthropology: “I feel like I have been really inun-

dated lately with the ‘Christians are idiots’/‘anthropolo-

gists can’t be believers’ sort of ideology …” Another told

me that her advisor had told her: “A Christian cannot be

an anthropologist.” Each year I learn of similar experiences

of other Christian students of anthropology.

To some anthropologists, the term “Christian anthro-

pologist” is an oxymoron. This perception betrays an

important structurally-embedded assumption concerning

the relationship between anthropology and Christianity;

they are simply incompatible. As a result, few Christians

survive the attacks or the subtle (and often not-so-subtle)

prejudice against them in the discipline.13 Those few who

do exist are mainly missionaries or former missionaries

and/or are heavily engaged in teaching and write primar-

ily for Christians. They simply do not have the time or the

resources to devote their lives to scholarship and speak

to a sometimes hostile academy.14 The result is a largely

invisible presence in the discipline and this invisibility

reinforces the oxymoronic perception that Christians can-

not be anthropologists.

A Brief History of Christians
in Anthropology

The recent history of Christian anthropologists attending

the annual meetings of the American Anthropological

Association (AAA) affirms their meager numbers. Since

1964, I have attended roughly half of these meetings.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a handful of Christians

got together at the AAA over a meal or a cup of coffee.

Over the years, different Christian anthropologists came

to our gatherings, but there was never more than a few,

and the total aggregate number over this period was

approximately six to ten.

In 1976, following the meeting of the American Scien-

tific Affiliation (ASA) in Wheaton, Illinois, Christian

anthropologists stayed behind to have their own session

and to discuss their position in the discipline. When the

decision to organize was raised, considerable discussion

ensued, and the group was split on the outcome. One

group wanted to organize and another group believed that

an organization of Christian anthropologists would only

subject us to more harassment and anti-Christian preju-

dice. The argument was that we had already suffered

from anti-Christian bias among secular anthropologists.

So, why make ourselves a larger, more obvious target?

As a result, the “nays” carried the day, and no organiza-

tion of Christian anthropologists emerged.

By 1987, more Christian anthropologists were attend-

ing the annual meetings of AAA and the numbers had

grown from the 1976 ASA meeting in Wheaton. At the

1987 AAA meeting, we decided to organize informally as

a “network of Christian Anthropologists” since many of

the anthropologists were missionaries and seminary pro-

fessors and had already gotten together at the national

missiology conferences. A decision was made to apply

for a slot on the program at the 1988 AAA annual meeting

and to request a room for our gathering. Since then,

attendees have ranged between thirty and fifty annually.

Each year usually brings two or three new Christian

anthropologists (unknown to us) or a grateful student

“out of the closet” who thought that no other Christian

anthropologists existed.
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The “Network of Christian Anthropolo-

gists” is an informal group of colleagues.

It is “informal” in that one does not “join” it.

There is no formal organization, and it has

no creed or membership. But in the some-

times hostile, anti-Christian environment of

anthropology, anyone who has the courage

to call oneself a “Christian” and affiliate with

us is welcomed and recognized as a brother

or sister in Christ. As a result, our meetings

have included Roman Catholics and Ortho-

dox believers as well as Protestants from a

range of creeds and denominations, includ-

ing evangelicals and non-evangelicals alike.

In some respects, the Network of Chris-

tian Anthropologists is still a persecuted

minority within the discipline. At the AAA

meetings in 1993, in Washington, DC, we

incurred the hostility from some of our

professional colleagues when they would

not vacate a room at the time that had been

assigned to us. They had locked the two

doors and would not let us into the room.

When they finally allowed us to enter, some

began chanting in derision, “Here come the

Christians.” In other years, we have been

assigned a “postage stamp”-sized meeting

room when the coordinator had asked for

a larger room. There were other occasions,

my colleagues tell me, when we were omit-

ted from the program index, or scheduled

at the most inconvenient time.15 Sometimes,

our Network meetings bring curious col-

leagues who want to see who these “Chris-

tian anthropologists” are and what they are

doing. Such visitors are always welcomed,

and are always invited to go to dinner with

the Network group afterwards.

Even with the growth of the “Network,”

the number of Christian anthropologists is

still meager. With 30 to 50 people at the

network meetings, the number of Christian

anthropologists is minuscule compared to

a usual meeting attendance of 4,000–5,000.

Even at one percent of the total attendees at

the larger AAA meeting, however, the num-

ber of individuals at the network meetings is

deceptively inflated and does not represent

the true number of professional Christian

anthropologists in the discipline. Many Net-

work attendees, for example, are students.

Once one gets beyond the former missionar-

ies and linguistic anthropologists attached to

missionary organizations16 and seminaries,

there are only a handful with Ph.D.s in

anthropology and very few that teach in

colleges and universities. If one eliminates

Christian colleges, there are precious few

indeed! Based upon those whom I know

from these meetings, I can only come up

with four Christian anthropologists teaching

at secular colleges and universities.17 Even

at ten times my biased sample, the numbers

of Christian anthropologists in the secular

academy are minuscule.18

These meager numbers of Christian

anthropologists are disproportionately dis-

tributed across the sub-disciplines of anthro-

pology. Most are linguistic anthropologists

with strong training in linguistics. The next

largest group is the cultural anthropologists.

In the subfield of archaeology, those Chris-

tians who also belong to the 6,800 member

Society for American Archaeology are far

less frequent; I know of only six Christian

professionals in that sub-discipline.19 I have

heard of one or two others, but I do not know

them personally. At the Society for Ameri-

can Archaeology meeting in New Orleans,

in the spring of 2001, three of us met but

wrung our hands that, to our knowledge,

we (and one other who could not meet with

us) were the only Christians at a meeting of

4,000 attendees. As for the subfield of physi-

cal (or biological) anthropology, I know of

no Christian who is a professional in the

field and is active in the discipline.

If I am wrong and there are more Chris-

tian anthropologists than I have listed here,

there is more of a “Scandal of the Evangeli-

cal Mind” than one might think. Those

anthropologists who attend the national

meeting and attend the network are only

those who are active in the discipline. There

may be others who choose isolation, profes-

sional inactivity, or remain “underground.”

Why? I suggest that both the dearth of Chris-

tian anthropologists and their lack of visibil-

ity in the academy are related to the tensions

between Christianity and the discipline of

anthropology.

Sources of Tensions
For secular anthropologists, a “Christian”

anthropologist is an oxymoron because two

of the fundamental ideological assumptions

of anthropology, the “antiquity and evolu-

tion of humanity” and “cultural relativism,”

appear to contradict the teachings of the

Bible. In reality, these contradictions are more
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illusory than real, but these perceptions are still a powerful

ideology among anthropologists and part of their counter-

cultural mystique.20

Issues of Origins
The first significant tension between anthropologists and

Christians consists of their different views of human ori-

gins. Anthropologists are committed to the evolutionary

origins of humankind. One reason for this commitment is

that the study of human origins is fundamental to anthro-

pology because (as any introductory textbook to the

discipline will testify) it is the discipline most involved in

research on human origins. By way of contrast, the evan-

gelical sub-culture has many Christians believing that

so-called “creationism” is synonymous with “Christian”

and a high view of the authority and inspiration of the

Bible, while “evolution” is synonymous with “non-Chris-

tian” (or “liberal Christian”) and a low view of biblical

authority. I am always amused by this false distinction,

but my mirth is always tempered with the reality that

many Christians really do believe that the universe was

created instantaneously less than 20,000 years ago and any

evidence to the contrary not only goes against what the

Bible says, but is a misreading (and some believe, a falsifi-

cation, or deliberate fabrication) of the fossil evidence.

To many anthropologists, this position is “Christian” and

is fostered by a massive “creationist” literature that meta-

phorically reflects the creationist book title, The Fossils

Say No!21 In reality, however, the fossils do not say any-

thing at all without the presuppositions of the scientist—

whether Christian or not. On the contrary, the Bible and

science share common presuppositions about nature:

it exists, it is inherently orderly, and it is knowable.

If Christianity and science share these presuppositions

about nature, how does one integrate an anthropological

perspective with a biblical perspective? Is there still a con-

flict when one gets beyond the level of these basic presup-

positions? It would be erroneous to claim that there is

no conflict between an anthropological perspective and

the Bible. Nevertheless, the conflicts are not of the magni-

tude that many imagine.

One alleged conflict perpetrated by both Christians

and anthropologists concerns a dichotomistic distinction

between different agencies in the origin issue. Was

“evolution” or “creation” responsible for the beginning of

humans? Is the agency “divine” or “naturalistic”? Empha-

sizing such extremes obfuscates the underlying issues for

the Christian.22 Divine agency (“creation”) is not necessar-

ily mutually exclusive from naturalistic agency (“evolu-

tion”). But, unfortunately, those who reject evolution and

believe in a “young earth” model of origins have co-opted

the term “creation.” On the contrary, all Christians believe

in the doctrine of creation.23 That is, all that we know to be

in the natural world has come into being through the will-

ful act of an eternal and all-powerful divine personality

whom we call “God.” We could go further and say that the

“matter” or “stuff” of the natural world (such as chemical

elements and energy) is not made out of the same sub-

stance of that triune personality, nor was it produced out

of previously existing matter. Rather, the tangible sub-

stance that we call “matter” did not previously exist before

creation. This means that the divine personality is totally

“other” from what we know to be the tangible, natural

world. Another way of talking about the “other-ness” of

this personality is to use the term “spirit.”

The Bible and science share common

presuppositions about nature:

it exists,

it is inherently orderly, and

it is knowable.

The Bible affirms that this spirit is responsible for the

beginning of matter as we see it and the origin of the uni-

verse as we know it. Elsewhere in Scripture, the text asserts

that God is not just Creator, but also Sustainer of the uni-

verse and is involved in creation to accomplish divine

purposes. Further, the “goodness” that Genesis attributes

to creation suggests that nature reflects certain aspects of

the character of God. The integrity of that reflection is so

important that later in the Bible, it is averred that humans

are responsible for knowledge about God from that cre-

ated world alone.24 Human sinfulness is insufficient to

keep humans from knowing about God from creation.

Both science and the Bible thus assert an objective real-

ity (called “nature”) that is made of tangible “things” that

have inherent patterns and structures and are knowable.

To the Christian, these patterns and structures are conse-

quences of the divine stamp on God’s created world.

Nature is God’s revelation and humans come to know God

by means of that revelation. One of the most important

aspects of this “general” revelation is the human mind and

its unique behavioral manifestation: language. Language

permits us to understand God’s special revelation, the

written record of God’s dealings with humans. Without

a mind, human language, a tangible world that we can

“see,” and the integrity of nature that can be known,

humans could never come to know God. Natural revela-

tion is thus indispensable for understanding special

revelation (the Bible).

Another, more traditional way of saying this is that

God has revealed himself in two great books, nature and

the Bible, and there should be no conflict between them

because they have the same author. Both reflect God’s
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character and both are necessary to know

God and do his divine will. A mind, lan-

guage, and an understanding of nature are

all parts of general revelation that are

needed to understand the Bible. Conversely,

the meaning and purpose of nature cannot

come from nature itself, but from our under-

standing of the Bible. One kind of revelation

is necessary to more fully understand and

give meaning to the other. Meaning does not

come from “data” or cultural, biological,

or physical facts but from beliefs, ideology,

and worldview. Said differently, the great

questions of life, “Who am I?” “Where did

I come from?” “Where am I going?” (Or

“What is the purpose of my existence in the

universe?”), are not questions answerable

by nature itself, but rather by the meaning

given to it by God and by those who bear

God’s image.

This approach to the relationship of

nature and the Bible suggests that the con-

flicts between anthropology and Christianity

do not come from the level of nature and

the Bible, but from the level of our interpreta-

tions of the Bible and from our understand-

ing of science based upon our hermeneutics

of nature. These are genuine conflicts, but

not the kind that many Christians may

immediately recognize. First, there is the

conflict between natural and supernatural

explanations. Natural explanations are based

upon materialistic presuppositions that pro-

vide scientific causes, while Christians

believe that God is the cause. These two

apparently opposing explanations, how-

ever, are not necessarily contradictory.

Naturalistic explanations are instrumental

causes that are one kind of divinely created

process by which divine power sustains the

universe. But, God is also a “first cause,”

or “ultimate cause,” who brought the natu-

ralistic forces into being and who continu-

ally sustains them through divine power,

fulfilling God’s purposes throughout the his-

tory of the natural world. Biological charac-

teristics are favored (or not favored) through

natural selection (among other mechanisms

of evolution), but God is sovereign over the

forces of natural selection. Scientific expla-

nations that rely on naturalistic and material

explanations thus are not necessarily contra-

dictory to first causes or ultimate causes

because such explanations are only immedi-

ate and proximate to the phenomena studied

and may be instrumental for a sovereign

God. No necessary conflict thus occurs

between instrumental causes and ultimate

causes because the methodology of science

can only reveal immediate and proximate

causes that are physically and tangibly

expressed in knowable phenomena.

While the apparent conflict of supernatu-

ral versus natural causes for the origin and

perpetuation of the universe can be handled

as a matter of perspective, the conflict

between anthropology and popular readings

of the Bible is most apparent with regard to

the beginning of the first humans.25 At the

end of the first chapter of Genesis, the writer

says that humans are made with a divine

imprint, or “image.” Then, the text suggests

that the first humans had a unique origin in

the creative process such that God was more

directly involved in fashioning a creature

that exclusively and uniquely reflected God’s

divine character. This unique creation had

the capability for language, but with personal

responsibility. This responsibility involved

the ability to make choices, but because this

creature was a part of the rest of creation and

interconnected with it, those choices had

physical and nonphysical consequences.26

From one popular reading of the Bible,

Adam and Eve were the first humans,

uniquely created by God, and all of human-

ity is their descendants. Theologically, the

link between Adam and modern humans is

essential for the responsibility of Adam’s act

of disobedience to fall on all humanity. This

act had unintended consequences for Adam

and reveals a link between the material and

spiritual worlds and between what some

might think is an amoral universe (nature)

and the moral basis for that universe (God).

From the beginning, however, humans had

a moral responsibility to take care of their

environment. When they failed to follow

instructions, they were banished from the

garden, and their failed responsibility had

physical and spiritual consequences.

The Adam-modern human link is also

important to account for God’s image being

transmitted to all humans, in some accounts,

through sexual reproduction. To believe

otherwise, leads us down the road of Mani-

chaeism and a separation of the “spiritual”

from the “physical.” From an anthropologi-

cal perspective, however, humans began
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through a long series of changes in hominid populations

(human-like creatures) that evolved from a common pri-

mate ancestor with chimpanzees27 less than about seven

million years ago.

Those Christians who want to bridge this chasm

between the biblical and anthropological views may do

so, for example, by writing off the first few chapters of

Genesis as nonhistorical, or by appealing to God-guided

evolution as an explanation. While both of these positions

solve many difficulties, and are held by many scientists

who are Christians, they leave some knotty problems.

From an orthodox Christian perspective, these problems

include the development of language, symbolic behavior,

and human interconnectedness with the natural world,

not just because humans are unique and part of that world,

but because they bear responsibility for what they do—

whether the consequences of their actions are intended or

unintended. Their choices can have far-reaching and cos-

mic consequences. Can these characteristics be derived

from biological evolution? In spite of speculation to the

contrary, even some Paleolithic archaeologists recognize

significant revolutionary cognitive differences at the

beginning of the Upper Paleolithic that are associated with

modern humans in Western Europe. Some have argued

that this difference may have been caused by a genetic

mutation. But, does this explain the human “mind”?

Scientific explanations for human origins, however, specu-

lative or not, will always be naturalistic and materialistic

because of the nature of the presuppositions of science.

Another of the knotty problems of God-guided evolu-

tion consists of a uniquely modern version of the Gnostic

problem: the biological aspect of humanity is totally differ-

ent and separate from its “spiritual” side. Such notions

tend to deny the biblical view of the unity of the human

person by arguing that the human body and brain evolved

first and the “spiritual” creation of humans in “the image

of God” came later by a unique divine act.28 The divine

image was thus separate from the biological evolution of

the human body and brain. The divine image, however,

is not just some mystical quality infused into an animal at

some remote point in the past, but rather has real biologi-

cal and cognitive foundations that give it a physical basis.

As near as we can tell, modern human cognitive and

cultural capacities developed very late in the hominid

sequence. They were in place by the Upper Paleolithic

Period in Europe (about 35,000 BC at the latest), and seem

to have a solid biological basis in the human brain. The

Upper Paleolithic thus seems to be a likely beginning for

the “embodied image of God.”29

The price of this position of God-guided evolution30

(as attractive as it might seem) is that it tends (but not

always) to deny the historic character of the early chapters

of Genesis.31 In evolution, populations evolve. With the

biblical text saying that the first humans were a single cou-

ple, one is left struggling with the theological implication

of how this couple can be reconciled with a “population”

for the evolutionary origin of humans. More important,

if one takes the Genesis account as, at least, theological

history, it is difficult to understand how a population col-

lectively bore the responsibility for disobedience against

the divine will, and how it could have emerged in any

way other than through a single couple. This problem,

of course, can be eliminated by arguing that humans began

with a divinely-selected “first couple” from a larger group

of pre-existing hominids. But, this position still leaves

questions about the Gnostic separation of the biological

beginnings of humans and the subsequent divine imprint

and questions about the social, and potentially sexual,

interaction of this couple with other members of non-

Adamic hominid populations at the time. Are the “image

of God” and “original sin” passed on by means of

a physical lineage through normal sexual reproduction?

Or, is there some other means of transmission?

Scientific explanations for human

origins, … speculative or not, will al-

ways be naturalistic and materialistic

because of the nature of the presupposi-

tions of science.

Among other reasons, a historical basis of an initial

human pair has validity for Christians because it accounts

for the unusual and unique place of humans in the natural

world, why evil is so pervasive in humanity, and why

humans have responsibility for it. Needless to say, these

fundamental issues set the stage for understanding the

need for redemption and Christ’s atoning death. It is this

latter point and the analogy between Adam and Christ

made twice in the New Testament that are the strongest

biblical evidence for a historical Adam. Both strengthen

the position for a historical Adam that was uniquely

created, whatever that unique creation or “divine image”

in humans might mean materialistically.

Sadly, much of what is available to lay people about

these issues is sloppy or questionable scholarship at best

and outright deception at worst. While purporting to pro-

vide Christian answers to origin issues, some publications

may, in fact, erode the very message that they are trying

to proclaim: The God of the Bible is a God of truth and

integrity, and the world that God has created is real,

bears the stamp of the Creator’s character (despite nature’s
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fallen state), and it can be known (despite

human’s fallen state). Further, nature itself

and the Bible’s use of the metaphors of

nature help humans understand who God is

and how to know him. A doctrine of creation

that affirms the integrity of natural revela-

tion as a reflection of the character of God is

thus absolutely essential to be able to know

about, and proclaim a God of Truth who can

be known from the Bible. The God of the

Bible is not an aloof deity of disembodied

and immaterial spirit that bears little or

no relationship to the integrity of the world

(and its past) that is a product of divine

creation. Authors that undermine a scientific

approach to the past are thus the poster vil-

lains of Noll’s book. For those of us who are

Christian anthropologists, they are “Exhibit

A” of the “Scandal of the Evangelical Mind.”

Their message of the Gospel is undermined

by their implicit denial of a God who pro-

claims the divine character in nature and can

be known from it. As Christians, we need to

be committed to the pursuit of truth, wher-

ever it may be found, and no matter how

inconvenient or threatening it may seem—

anything less challenges the truth of the God

we worship. Truly, as Noll has written, there

is a scandal of the evangelical mind and it

appears to be greater in anthropology than

in any other discipline.

Cultural Relativism
Besides the issues of human origins, the

second ideological conflict between Chris-

tianity and anthropology concerns cultural

relativism. Notions of relativism in the his-

tory of American anthropology have their

roots in works such as Ruth Benedict’s

Patterns of Culture 32 and those by Melville

Herskovits.33 Historically, however, cultural

relativism was a methodological reaction

to the ethnocentrism of nineteenth century

anthropology that used western European

culture as a standard of comparison for

cross-cultural description and theory con-

struction. To counter this tendency, the first

American anthropologists formulated the

notion of cultural relativity: in order to study

a society and understand its cultural prac-

tices, one must see those practices from the

perspective of the members of that society.

For some, especially ethicists, philosophers,

scholars in multicultural studies, and some

anthropologists, this methodological rela-

tivism was extended to moral and ethical

relativism. To them, cultural relativism was

a belief that all cultural diversity, including

morality, is relative to the culture in which it

occurs and that no ethical or moral pattern

ought to be universally applied to all cultures.

Although this fusion of “cultural” and

“ethical” relativism was also propagated by

some anthropologists in the first half of the

twentieth century, it has been abandoned by

anthropology since 1971, when the Ameri-

can Anthropological Association developed

a code of ethics.34 Such a document is hardly

one that would be expected in a discipline

that is reputedly ethically and morally rela-

tive. Some contemporary anthropologists,

however, still believe in a kind of ethical

relativity, but officially, anthropology has

moved beyond this, and cultural relativism

(as moral and ethical relativism) has not

been an issue since the Vietnam War stimu-

lated reflection about the responsible uses

of anthropological research. Rather, cultural

relativism simply has come to mean the sus-

pension of judgment and of one’s own cul-

tural biases until one better understands the

culture under study. Then, moral judgments

and moral action are possible and anthro-

pologists do make moral decisions about

issues such as refugees, immigrants, indige-

nous rights, war, the loss of land of indige-

nous peoples, and female genital mutilation.

Throughout the last thirty years, anthropol-

ogists increasingly have committed them-

selves to causes that protect the people that

they study, and champion causes of the poor

and exploited people of the world.

Relativistic morality dies hard in a post-

modern world and ethical and moral varia-

tions of cultural relativism still persist in

disciplines outside of anthropology such as

those concerned with pluralism and multi-

culturalism. More important for anthropology,

however, is the underlying methodology

that led to the development of relativism

and still profoundly influences the discipline:

immersing oneself in a foreign culture in the

“field” as a participant-observer. The impor-

tance of this approach was eloquently

described by the late Joseph B. Casagrande.

[Field research is a challenging scien-

tific undertaking, an adventure of both

the mind and the spirit.] Immersed in

the life around him, the anthropologist

may experience an exhilarating sense

of coming to understand another peo-
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ple and of being accepted by them. He may also at

times undergo a shattering feeling of isolation, of

strangeness and disorientation, and yearn for the

comfort of accustomed things. Herein lays the

dilemma, for he is neither full participant in the life

he studies, nor simply a passive background

observer of it. He is something of both, a role nicely

summarized in the double term, “partici-

pant-observer.” Not born to the alien culture or

committed to it, the anthropologist must stand at a

certain psychological and emotional distance from it.

If he is an objective scientist, he cannot “go native.”

Neither can he hold himself aloof and observe

human behavior as a naturalist might watch a colony

of ants; with fellow humans there is both the possibil-

ity and necessity of communication. One’s capacity

for imaginatively entering into the life of another

people becomes a primary qualification for the

anthropologist. For him, the “field” is the fountain-

head of knowledge, serving him as both laboratory

and library.35

The “field” is holy ground to the anthropologist and

going there is almost a sacred rite of passage. Casagrande

called it both “laboratory” and “library.” This “rite of

passage” gives anthropologists a different, more objective

view of another culture, less tainted by one’s own cultural

biases. A similar perspective is reflected by Georges

Condominas in his Distinguished Lecture to the annual

meeting of the American Anthropological Association in

1972.

… the most important moment of our professional

life remains field work; at the same time our labora-

tory and our rite de passage, the field transforms each

of us into a true anthropologist.36

These quotes powerfully reflect the anthropological

mystique: fieldwork using participant-observation is his-

torically the “heart” of anthropology. It is an essential

prerequisite for the collection of data and it is an indis-

pensable component in the training of every anthropolo-

gist. For many of us, fieldwork is the reason that we found

anthropology attractive in the first place. All of the talk

about holism, generalization, theory, and the “science of

humanity” is trumped by one very important personal

bias: we love fieldwork and look forward to the time when

we can return again “to the field.”

Anthropological fieldwork is different than that of the

missionary, tourist, development worker or diplomat. It is

different than any other science or social science that does

work in the “field.” Immersion in the life of the people is

not living on expatriate compounds, obtaining one’s food

from the embassy commissary, going to cocktail parties

with local movers and shakers, or having the comforts of

home in a foreign setting. In order to truly understand

another culture, one must live with the members of that

culture, eat their food, and try to see the world as they

see it. This takes deep commitment to the people one stud-

ies, and the experience can be difficult, uncomfortable,

and disagreeable. The results can be greatly rewarding,

however, and an anthropologist can come to understand

a group of people relatively quickly. Indeed, during a visit

to Bolivia some years ago, one missionary admitted to me

that an Argentine anthropologist had learned more about

her community in six months than she had learned in

seven years.

Fieldwork using participant-observation thus makes a

significant contribution to the ideology of cultural relativ-

ism. Once one is immersed in another culture, and under-

stands it from within, the anthropologist sees just how

“relative” cultural practices can be. Becoming a participant-

observer thus reinforces anthropological beliefs about

cultural relativism and gives the belief personal power

and meaning.
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Anthropologists often go to remote locations to do their field work.
Although well-known and highly popular, the Inca site of Machu
Picchu is located in the jungles of southeastern Peru, and except
for a tourist hotel, living and working there means living without the
comforts of home. Research can also be challenging physically
such as investigating the site of Huayna Picchu, the peak in the
center of the photo (with terraces on the top of it). Ascending the
stairway to the top can be challenging as well as dangerous.



On the other hand, anthropologists believe

that Christians are ethnocentric, arrogant, and

“pre-judge” cultural practices before they

understand them. For the Christian anthro-

pologist, however, it is the empathy and

understanding of the people that one studies

that makes the experience of cultural immer-

sion similar to the Incarnation. No secular

anthropologist would admit it, but ideally,

the anthropologist tries to have an experi-

ence that metaphorically mirrors much of

the Incarnation. If one compares the Incarna-

tion with fieldwork as a “participant-

observer” described above by Casagrande,

then one can see the similarities. Jesus sub-

jected himself to the institutions of human

culture without losing his divinity; he was a

“participant-observer” without losing objec-

tivity of who he was, or why he came.

Further, Christ also withheld judgment,

reserving it only for the self-righteous, and

set it aside in order to accomplish another

task, the reconciliation of humanity with

God.37 The anthropological experience of

participant-observation, however, differs

from the Incarnation in the purpose of the

immersion experience and few anthropolo-

gists would admit a desire to transform or

redeem the culture that they study, at least

initially.

For the Christian anthropologist, field

research and one’s own experience as a par-

ticipant-observer take on a new meaning.

His or her non-Christian professors and

student colleagues inevitably ask the hard

questions: Why not just leave these foreign

cultures alone? Do they really need a west-

ern religion? Do they really need a western

God? Are they really as bad off as missionar-

ies would lead one to believe? These issues

also go deeper for Christians because ques-

tions about the cultural embeddedness of

Christianity force them into deep reflection

about the relationship of their faith to the

anthropological perspective. It causes them

reflect on the cultural and social dimensions

of Christianity.

Anthropology as
Cultural Critique
Cross-cultural immersion provides the basis

of a critique of Christianity that challenges

one’s faith and its social and cultural dimen-

sions. It provides another explanation for

the antagonism between anthropology and

Christianity and contributes to the paucity

of Christian anthropologists. While being

a participant-observer gives anthropologists

a different, more objective view of another
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culture and is less tainted by one’s own cultural biases, it

also provides them with a more objective and critical view

of themselves and their own culture. For Christian anthro-

pologists, the experience also provides a different view of

their faith, missionary activity, and its social and cultural

dimensions.

Some Christians emerge from their field experience and

graduate training having left their faith behind. Indeed,

some secular anthropologists came out of evangelical and

fundamentalist backgrounds and became disillusioned

with Christianity during their doctoral program, and/or

had a “social science” conversion experience. In this expe-

rience, they recognize the western cultural assumptions in

the praxis of Christianity and see it myopically as a prod-

uct of western civilization and American values such as

those elucidated by Arensbeg and Niehoff.38 I personally

know of seven professional anthropologists who are for-

mer missionaries, or who came from evangelical back-

grounds, for which their “Christian experience” is no

longer real or relevant. I suspect there are many more.

One, Elmer J. Miller, went public with this crisis of faith

by saying that he could no longer affirm the uniqueness

of the Christian claim to truth.39

Such a crisis of faith is not limited to Protestants. Joanne

Mulcahy recounts her own struggles with the faith of

her childhood during her field experience in Alaska. She

recounted how the sensory richness of an experience in

a Russian Orthodox Church overrode her intellect and

carried her back to the Roman Catholic ritual of her youth,

but she refused to submit to that memory.40 Later,

she longed for the faith that an informant described and

imagined it similar to her own childhood belief:

But almost as quickly as the longing surfaced,

I wriggled from its grip. I had replaced religion with

the structural elegance of linguistics, folklore, and

cultural anthropology. The patterns of social science,

I concluded, would tame the power of the incompre-

hensible.41

While fieldwork and anthropological training can chal-

lenge one’s faith, field experience also creates a different

perspective of the anthropologists’ own culture even with-

out a crisis of faith. This experience makes them a rather

“different” group of people. In many respects, they

become mavericks—counter-cultural gadflies who see the

world differently and challenge traditional worldviews

and social institutions.

The training of anthropologists provides them with

insight that may be threatening to social structures of

Christian organizations. This insight leads to critiques that

challenge the cultural assumptions of the American evan-
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A Quiche woman shaman offering incense to the mountain god on an altar near the town of Chichicastenango in highland Guatemala.
Christian anthropologists often find themselves observing rituals and ceremonies not in harmony with their Christian faith and must learn
to understand.



gelical subculture and those of Christian

institutions such as the church, para-church

organizations, missions, and confessional

colleges. Such critiques are important for

the church because the Christian community

needs to be more accountable and responsi-

ble in understanding how its culture affects

its ministry, evangelism and biblical inter-

pretation. It should recognize that the

cultural expressions of Christianity are dif-

ferent than the transcendent reality that

Christians engage through their “faith.” This

reality is an intangible, totally separate,

all-powerful personality who came to earth

in human form to establish a relationship

with humans. It is very different from the

organizations of Christians in America, or in

any other society. Such critiques, however,

exist more between anthropological expla-

nation and Christianity as a social and cul-

tural institution, and between anthropology

and the Bible as a cultural document, than

it does between anthropology and what the

Bible actually teaches. There is a conflict

between Christians and anthropologists, and

between Christianity and anthropology, but

not necessarily between anthropology and

the historic Christian faith. Indeed, little of

what most of us know tangibly as “Chris-

tianity” transcends cultural barriers, and it

desperately needs to be critiqued anthropo-

logically to fulfill the mission of the church

more effectively.

These problems become evident when

Christian leaders pontificate on everything

from issues of origins to politics, and are

more than happy to assert their power on

issues that are rather distant from biblical

values and from their own academic and

professional field of study. The flap over the

“gender inclusive” translation is a marvel-

ous example of the use of ideology and

beliefs to legitimize a position of power as

an inheritor of the “truth” as rightful privi-

lege. This conflict is so foreign to biblical

values of humility and the dangers of power

that the Christian anthropologist is virtually

forced to use a structural interpretation:

power elites manipulate ideology to reinforce

and legitimize their position of power. To

anthropologists, whether an ideology is true

or not is not the point. Rather, they recognize

the importance of elites acquiring and main-

taining power through the use of ideology.

This is true of churches, denominations,

para-church organizations, political parties

as well as nation-states such as our own.

Such a cultural critique can be disturbing

to Christians because when it is applied to

Christianity, it demystifies their religion,

challenges the sacred, upsets popular views,

and challenges charismatic leaders. While

the presence of God in our world and his

sovereignty is primary and sufficient as an

explanation, we are also humans who are

bound by sin and selfishness, our culture

and our social structures. Such structures

and the values that they embody may be

evil, unchristian, and unbiblical. Explaining

them with pious religious language elevates

them to a level of being the only explanation,

and ignores the role of structure and the

social and cultural values that drive that

structure. Further, such verbal explanations

may be manipulative, hypocritical, and arro-

gant, and may be used to preclude challenge

by dissenters that would ensure account-

ability.

Religious language, however, consists of

symbols that bind people together, con-

vinces them that they should keep the rules,

and thus reinforces the power and structure

of the leader of the organization. This union

of structure and ideology and its latent func-

tions with other conscious explanations was

recognized by Karl Marx in the nineteenth

century when he called religion the “opiate

of the people.” In this quote, he was express-

ing a very simple explanation that anthro-

pologists (whether Christian or not) know

too well: that the religious explanations and

religious symbols, regardless of their truth

value or metaphysical basis, can be used to

reinforce existing social and political struc-

tures. If such structures are organized hier-

archically and lack accountability, then they

can be used to perpetuate evil by convincing

others that they are doing good.

Such critiques of Christianity can prove

fatal to Christian fellowship and can dis-

courage a career in anthropology, or they

can force Christian anthropologists under-

ground and render them “invisible.” But,

such critiques can, on the other hand, also

strengthen one’s faith and give Christian

anthropologists biblical basis for social

justice. They can also refine and focus the

mission of the church and make it more

effective, if it has the will to change.
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The Role of Family
A fourth reason for the tension between Christianity and

anthropology concerns the effect of fieldwork on family

life. In anthropology, field work is essential to be credible

in the secular academy. Such research, however, takes

anthropologists to locations to which travel is often expen-

sive for a family. The financial and time demands for this

research and the emotional stress required by immersion

of a spouse and children can be difficult. Separation from

one’s family in order to undertake field research can also

be difficult. Isolation without immersion can be alienating,

but immersion, in spite of its similarity to the Incarnation,

creates suffering and trauma—as was the case for Christ.

Life on the field can be incredibly lonely without the sup-

port of friends, family, and the symbols of home.

The challenge of immersion and living as close as one

can to the people whom one studies creates great hardship

such that even basic necessities such as obtaining food,

staying healthy, and answering the call of nature can pro-

duce challenges undreamed of in America. There are also

physical challenges such as a different climate, a different

altitude, and intellectual challenges such as learning the

local language. And, there are the emotional challenges to

survive the inevitable conflict of one’s own values with

those of the new culture.

If Christians work in the field with secular colleagues,

they may experience a “double whammy” because they

must deal with the conflict of the values of their non-

Christian colleagues as well as those of the culture being

studied. On top of all this, they must do their work,

develop relationships with their informants, and collect

data. Often, the strain is too great for a spouse. Subse-

quently, the anthropologist may not go to the field.

Sometimes the loneliness and isolation of the field cre-

ate dependency on the use of drugs and alcohol. At other

times, this loneliness creates a deep desire for intimacy

and makes one vulnerable to the temptation of a sexual

tryst with a colleague or a native.

As I write this, example after example of these kinds

of problems flood into my memory from people I know,

from my experiences in the field (both alone and with
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Quechua-speaking Andean peasants taking a break from threshing barley to drink cane alcohol and maize beer near the town
of Sangarara in a very remote section of southern Peru. The people in the Andes have a tradition of ritual drinking, and Christian
anthropologists must make lifestyle choices that relate to their Christian faith in these situations. Life in the Andes is also physically
challenging. With no place to sleep and nowhere to eat in Sangarara, I asked the police to sleep in the jail, but they offered me a bed
in their dormitory instead. When I went to shave the next morning, I discovered that the shaving water had frozen because the village
is located about 13,000 feet above sea level. Although I arrived on the back of a truck, in order to leave the village, I had to walk
some 15–20 miles to find a truck to take me to Cuzco.



colleagues), and from the informal “culture”

of the discipline. Needless to say, these

problems are hard on marriages, and in the

last forty years, I have seen many marriages

of my anthropological colleagues break up.

Hardly a year passes that I do not learn of

a break up of a marriage of at least one col-

league whom I know, or learn of a problem

of another with drugs and alcohol. In sum,

the “culture” of the discipline can be hard

on Christians, especially because of lifestyle

issues, and can deeply affect the quality of

marriage and family life.

Problems Stemming
from the Church’s Values
Besides the tensions between anthropology

and Christianity, another contribution to

the limited impact that Christian anthropol-

ogists have made on the secular academy

concerns the fact that they tend to see their

scholarship through American cultural

glasses. This perspective emphasizes prag-

matism and utility (“What can I do with it?”)

and focuses on the traditional mission of the

church (“How will it make a difference in

missions or implementing the ‘great com-

mission’?”). This singularly American prag-

matism and concern with American values

fails to see scholarship as a stewardship of

one’s mind, and as an activity that simply

brings glory to God regardless of its utility.

In other words, professional scholarship is

an activity that must be practical in some

way as a means to an end rather than an end

in itself.

The application of anthropology to mis-

sions has a long and distinguished history

of more than fifty years. While such scholar-

ship is essential for Christians and for mis-

sions and it is scholarly, it is not a kind of

anthropology that has influenced the secular

academy in the discipline. Similarly, writing

for Christians, about Christian themes or from

a Christian perspective—as important as it

is—is not sufficient to influence the academy.

Non-Christian anthropologists probably will

never read nor engage this literature, and

it probably will never be influential in the

anthropological world. In anthropology,

anti-Christian prejudice is one bias which is,

and has been, politically correct. This point

is masterfully documented in the article by

Robert Priest cited earlier in this paper.

Anthropology
and Education

Besides the tensions between anthropology

and Christianity and a preoccupation with

the church’s cultural values, another reason

for so few Christian anthropologists con-

cerns education. The model of Christian

scholarship is largely a “humanities” model

and is geared almost exclusively to reading,

the hearing of written language, and writ-

ing. We favor the student who reads well,

learns what he or she has been told to learn,

can write about it well, and can do so effi-

ciently. The learning is cognitive and favors

a learning style that is based upon written

language. Linear, rather than visual and con-

textual thinking is selected for and synthesis

and distillation are emphasized more than

intellectual creativity. Encouraging students

with this style of learning to consider a life of

scholarship has great value. But, if we per-

sist in training these kinds of students

exclusively, then we will never have many

Christian anthropologists who need to be

creative, nor visual and experiential learners

who can analyze, describe experience, and

synthesize their observations.

My best experiential learners, with the

most sensitivity, insight, and creativity in

analyzing themselves and other social set-

tings are not the academic “stars.” My worst

experiential learners are those who cannot

handle the ambiguity of nonlinear contex-

tual learning, and they are often “good” stu-

dents in other disciplines. It does not matter

that life experience is visual, contextual,

and ambiguous. Rather, the most successful

experiential learners are not necessarily the

most academically successful, but are often

sociology/anthropology majors and some

literature and science majors who are used

to translating experiences into words and

who are good writers. Christian higher edu-

cation is such that it will continue to produce

history, philosophy, literature, political sci-

ence, and theology scholars, but few scholars

in fields where the frontiers with Christian-

ity are the greatest such as anthropology.

Traditional scholarship in anthropology

has emphasized a “scientific model” of schol-

arship which has focused on the discovery

and description of new information based

largely upon sense experience, not written

documents. For the biologist, the sense expe-
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rience comes from observation in the field or the labora-

tory. For the anthropologist, that sense experience comes

from “the field,” in the immersion in the life of another

culture in its natural setting. This is one of the lessons that

one learns in the “professional culture” of anthropology:

the field, as Casagrande put it, is the “fountainhead of

knowledge.”

This problem is also illustrated in the funding of Chris-

tian scholarship. The model chosen for Christian scholar-

ship is the “humanities” model. The problem is not that

the model is bad, but that it is exclusive, Gnostic, and

firmly embedded within the values of American culture:

“Christian scholarship” must be on religious topics, for

Christian ends, with explicit Christian presuppositions.

Scholarship, however, is socially and somatically embed-

ded and Christian influence on the secular academy comes

from this embeddedness rather than from disembodied

ideas on a printed page. Just like the Incarnation, Truth is

embodied in a person—not in good ideas. “Christian”

scholarship and its influence on the academy thus ulti-

mately depends just as much on how we live our lives as

scholars and what we do, than just upon the disembodied

ideas we have—as important as they are.

Conclusion
Given all of the reasons for the tensions between anthro-

pology and Christianity, and the dearth of Christian

anthropologists, can Christians in anthropology survive

under the pressures described here? Can they make

a contribution to the secular academy? The problem of the

dearth of Christians in anthropology is not because there is

no evangelical mind. Rather, in anthropology, the “scan-

dal of the evangelical mind” exists because of a complex

set of reasons that involve tensions between Christianity

and some of the most basic ideologies of anthropology,

the cultural critique of Christian institutions that anthro-

pology provides, the problem of family, the problems

stemming from the church’s values, and the orientation of

Christian higher education.

Given these problems, how can the Christian anthro-

pologist influence the academy? Pure research in a climate

of professional competency is a crucial first step in influ-

encing anthropology positively with a Christian view-

point. Influence requires learning about the professional

subculture in graduate school. It requires consistent atten-

dance, interaction, and presentation of papers at profes-

sional meetings over years, not just an occasional

participation when these meetings occur within a few

hours drive of one’s home. Influencing the discipline

requires fieldwork at the proper time during those gradu-

ate years. It requires publication in professional journals

and the willingness to turn one’s back on the value of

pragmatism and utility and see scholarship as glorifying

God with one’s mind, and loving and influencing other

scholars positively, as a Christian, for Jesus’ sake. It also

requires grace, prayer, and discipline.

Scholarship, like evangelism, is not the propagation of

“good ideas” for their own sake, but rather scholarship,

like the gospel, must be socially and somatically embed-

ded, just like the Incarnation. We influence people first

with the “fruit” of our character, not just with our words.

Just like the Epistle of James, our lives must demonstrate

that the words of Truth are not just words, but emulate the

reality of transcendent Truth that we call “God” who came

to earth in human form to reestablish contact with us.

As Christian anthropologists, we need to begin with our

scholarship, our life, and our interpersonal interactions.

Influence in the academy does not occur with just words

or disembodied ideas. Christians are not selling a religion,

another good idea, or another brand of toothpaste that is
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Developing relationships with people is one of the great rewards
of being an anthropologist, and a desire to learn and understand
another culture provides a great basis for rapport and mutual
respect. In 1984, the members of the potters’ religious brotherhood
asked me to place the crown on the head of one of their daughters
whom they had chosen to be their ambassador to the community.
In this photograph, women are waiting to begin the procession for
similar brotherhood. These processions and ceremonies express
the ethnic identity of the participants, social memory, and allow
women to dress up in their finest in the hope of attracting potential
suitors.



only based on words. Just as missions needs

more of an incarnational orientation, so

Christian scholars should be reflecting the

living Christ in a personally-embedded way,

in scholarship and in our lives, that shows

that our words, and the words of the One we

worship are true, not just because we say so,

or because the Bible says so. The future of

Christian scholarship for anthropology and

its influence on the academy and intellectual

life thus rests on pure research by scholars

who are recognizably Christian, not just

by their explicit engagement of a Christian

perspective.

Christian anthropologists have tradition-

ally been powerless in the profession. And,

as I have come to experience it, we suffer

from discrimination in the field. The only

way to change this position is prayerfully

and thoughtfully to allow oneself to partici-

pate in the networks of power by presenting

professional papers and writing for the pro-

fession—not just for Christians. In anthro-

pology, having a Christian voice can only

occur through careful cultivation of the vine-

yard of scholarship that is recognized by

the academy. We cannot set our own rules,

or our own agenda, but we have to abide

by the unwritten norms and social structure

already in place. The Christian mind should

not be disembodied on the printed page, but

should be physically embodied and socially

embedded, as much as it can be, in the life of

the secular academy. When it is, and meets

the standards of the scholarship and interac-

tion in the academy, perhaps we can begin to

have a Christian voice that may be influen-

tial in our profession. But, our main task

should be to bring glory to God with our

mind by what we do—whatever kind of

research it involves.

At the same time, Christian anthropolo-

gists have a responsibility to the church,

to educate Christians about the importance

of anthropology for its mission, and to teach

with integrity about the conflicts between

anthropology and their faith. Exposing error

and challenging traditional syntheses and

answers are parts of this process. Further,

all Christian scholars have a responsibility

to encourage students and others struggling

with the issues elaborated here. A conversa-

tion, or some words of encouragement, may

be critical in the life of a struggling student.

Sometimes, simple openness and honesty

that there are no ultimate answers commu-

nicates love and acceptance by God, and

that there is nothing wrong with a faith

that exists in the midst of uncertainty and

tension. �
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