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The First Step in Missions Training … (Part 4)

General Revelation  
and the Human Quest

Chapter summary: In light of God’s 
general revelation, we can understand 
the relation between the biblical mes-
sage and the human quest, the deep 
drive to understand the universe and 
our place in it. The human quest arises 
from the questioning nature of God’s 
general revelation, while God’s gen-
eral revelation both prevents people 
from completely believing many of the 
answers that are offered and also con-
tains implied answers so some ques-
tions. But the full answer to the human 
quest is ultimately found in the Bible.

I walk into the fitness center where 
I am a member in the city of Prague,2 
and I hear the Bloodhound Gang belt-
ing out at high decibels over the sound 
system, “You and me Baby ain’t nothin 
but mammals, so let’s do it like they 
do on the Discovery Channel.”3 At the 
other end of the room I see new art 
work on the walls which depicts a sit-
ting Buddha in the midst of scenes that 
portray the search for a balanced way of 
life in which the different dimensions 
of life come into harmony. People are 
sweating on a treadmill or grunting 
with heavy weights while they are also 
wrestling with God in the middle of 

the human quest; from opposite ends 
of the room two different answers (the 
Bloodhound Gang versus the Buddha) 
are being preached to the questions we 
all face, one message via music and the 
other via visual art. And I observe that 
God is still asking the questions that 
force people to look for answers, while 
most do not seem to totally believe the 
answers they hear coming from the dif-
ferent traditions (hedonistic evolution-
ism and Buddhism) represented in the 
room.

Ever since God asked Adam and Eve, 
“Where are you?” God’s general voice 
in the universe includes questions that 
seem to unavoidably arise in human 
experience and cry out for answers. The 
very fact of human existence forces us 
to consider the big questions—Who am 
I? What am I? What is my place in the 
world?—while we also look for courage 
in the face of unavoidable Angst. These 
big questions, which we can call the 
“Universal Questions,” are obviously 
intertwined with the deepest levels 
of Angst, yet they are different. These 
questions are a search for truth, even 
if the answers found might not suffi-
ciently address our Ängste. Our ability 
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to both appreciate the biblical message 
and communicate that message to our 
neighbors will increase if we distin-
guish the universal questions from 
Angst. These questions are more cogni-
tive, whereas Angst is more existential, 
though, of course, our answers to these 
questions form the building blocks for 
an entire worldview or philosophy of 
life which both answers our questions 
and addresses our Ängste.

Consider this: we are born into the 
world, or we might say we are thrown 
into the world,4 and from our young-
est years we find ourselves compelled 
to try to understand ourselves and our 
world. We hear answers to our ques-
tions offered during our childhood and 
youth, answers coming from family, 
neighbors, religions, schools, music, 
movies, art, and TV. 

We wonder if we can truly accept the 
answers offered by our own religion or 
culture, if we can accept the answers 
offered by some other religion and cul-
ture, or if we must remain confused 
and uncertain about the universe and 
ourselves. Because of globalization, like 
everyone else, we hear answers offered 
by many different religions and world-
views; each of us has to personally face 
the big questions that are raised by the 
experience of existence, and even the 
decision to hide behind the answers of 
our own religious or cultural tradition 
has become a personal decision. This 
is the human quest in the twenty-first 
century. Our situation drives us toward 
spiritual authenticity. There is always a 
question/answer relationship between 

the human quest, our search for answers 
to life’s ultimate questions, and the 
many particular historical/cultural/reli-
gious traditions. Each of the religious, 
intellectual, and cultural traditions 
we encounter offers a set of answers to 
our questions, the Bloodhound Gang 
versus the Buddha versus many oth-
ers. This relation between the human 
quest and history mirrors the relation 
between Angst and history which was 
discussed in the previous chapter. This 
is the question/answer relation between 
being and history or between existence 
and history. Life, being, and existence 
raise questions, and the various histori-
cally given religious or secular traditions 
are always the main source of potential 
answers to our questions. When we 
begin to ponder the big questions, most 
of us listen to the many voices around 
us, listening for possible answers. And 
those many potential answers usually 
come in the form of a narrative or a 
meta-story which attempts to interpret 
all of human experience and give direc-
tion to all of life. This is why commu-
nism, cultural Marxism, Islam, New 
Age, consumerism, and atheistic evolu-
tion are attractive to many. Each offers 
a big story or a meta-narrative which 
attempts to answer life’s ultimate ques-
tions and place one’s personal life inside 
a universal story. And yet, even if peo-
ple largely accept a story that attempts 
to answer their quest, they often remain 
of two minds, deeply uncertain about 
the narratives they hear. Whether it is 
the lyrics of Bloodhound Gang or the 
principles of the Buddha that people 
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“accept,” there is always a difference 
between professed beliefs and practiced 
beliefs. God’s general revelation pushes 
people to simultaneously presuppose 
transcendental beliefs about human 
dignity, the creation order, and the 
moral law which contradict the lyrics of 
any other song they sing, so that most 
cannot fully believe their own words.

Not only does the biblical message, 
carried by believers, provide real and 
better answers to the big questions that 
are raised by existence. The Bible goes 
much further. It explains why there is 
this God-given question/answer rela-
tion between the human quest and the 
historically offered answers; it begins 
to correct the questions; the biblical 
account explains why the answers to 
some of our big questions are implicit in 
God’s general revelation which every-
one has to use to remain human but 
which Angst causes people to repress; 
and, as already emphasized, the Bible 
explains why people do fully believe the 
many inadequate answers.

Remember again that in the open-
ing chapters of the Bible, God’s ques-
tion to Adam and Eve came before the 
answer. And the answer was the prom-
ise of redemption, that the offspring 
of a woman would crush the head of 
the serpent (Genesis 3:15). At first this 
answer was vague and probably poorly 
understood, but it showed that the 
promise of redemption, and really most 
of the Bible, is the ultimate answer to 
the problem identified by God’s ques-
tion. God asked a question, “Where 
are you?” before he offered an answer, 

showing God’s desire for people to be 
conscious and aware of both their need 
and the solution which God provides. 
God is interested in a conscious interac-
tion with us that fully engages our sub-
jectivity. This is part of what God is con-
tinuing to do in his general revelation, 
so that God’s pre-missionary work of 
question-asking comes before our mis-
sionary work of giving biblical answers. 
(Of course, we should recognize that 
God is the ultimate missionary; we are 
only secondary missionaries.) And for 
this reason it is wise for missionaries 
to both consider how the Bible answers 
the universal questions and become 
comfortable discussing these questions 
at length. In the process of discussing 
these questions with people who do not 
yet believe in Christ, their awareness 
of their status as questioned (by God’s 
general revelation) and their need for 
answers can be strengthened, while we 
also offer biblical answers.

For the sake of missionary analysis, as 
suggested, we will distinguish between 
Angst-driven questions, such as “Does 
my life have any meaning?” or “How do 
I face my guilt and shame?” and quest-
driven questions, such as “What is the 
origin of the world and of human life?” 
“Why are we all so religious?” “Why do 
we know more than we want to know 
about right and wrong?” and “What 
is a human being?” But we must keep 
in mind that God’s general revelation 
forms the background for both Angst 
and for the universal questions. And 
God’s general revelation constantly 
impinges on the answers to these ques-
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tions that people consider, because 
some answers are implied by general 
revelation, if people dare to consider 
them. Angst often prevents people 
from acknowledging truths they know, 
with a result that people may need to 
experience the biblical message address-
ing their Ängste in order to be able to 
fully acknowledge the truths they know 
because of general revelation.

In a secular university situation I have 
used the following list of ten ultimate 
questions as an illustration of the mat-
ters thoughtful people should consider, 
as illustrations of the human quest. 
This list is surely neither complete nor 
perfect, but considering these ques-
tions will enable us, as missionaries, to 
become comfortable discussing these 
and similar questions.5

•  What has always existed? Is it one or is 
it many? Is it spirit or matter? Is it God 
or the gods? Is it time and chance? Is it 
dialectical matter? Is it energy?

•  What does it mean that we are human? 
What is the morally significant differ-
ence between a dog and a human?

•  Why do we know so much about right 
and wrong? How can it be that people in 
so many times and places have somewhat 
similar ideas about right and wrong?

•  How do we know we can usually trust 
our five senses, even before we have 
asked if we can trust our senses?

•  How do we know that truth is unified, 
so that the truths of chemistry do not 
contradict the truths of biology or math-
ematics, even before we consider the 
question?

•  How do we know that other people 
have minds, even though most of us 
have never seen a proof of the exis-
tence of the minds of other people?

•  Is there something terribly wrong 
with the world or with human nature? 
If so, what?

•  Why do we find ourselves alienated 
from ourselves and each other? Is 
there a solution?

•  Is being male and female more than 
an accident of anatomy?

•  Does history have a meaning, direc-
tion, or shape? Is it a line, a circle, or 
something else?
Such universal questions are at the 

heart of the human quest for truth 
which we see in literature and philoso-
phy, in religions and ideologies. They 
occur to thoughtful people who are not 
too afraid to look for truth. It seems 
like these questions are asked of us by 
the universe, but only humans seem to 
consider these questions. My children 
raised some of these questions already 
when they were small; my dog and my 
computer never discuss these matters 
with me. Whenever education takes 
the smallest step beyond basic skills 
and simple information, which it must 
do in order to be education suitable for 
humans, it has to engage such big ques-
tions. Even if they are not aware of it, 
school teachers and university profes-
sors are inevitably and significantly 
influenced by the answers they expect 
or assume. Just as there is hardly a tele-
vision show, movie, or popular song in 
which we do not hear people wrestling 
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with the Angst-laden issues of guilt, 
forgiveness, meaning, and duty, so also 
there is hardly a cultural event or edu-
cational institution which can avoid 
considering the big questions that lie 
in, under, and behind all our Ängste.6 
And because God is the one who asks 
life’s big questions via general revela-
tion as a way of driving people to the 
answers in special revelation, we see a 
profound correlation between serious 
human questions and biblical answers.

During my career teaching religions, 
ethics, and philosophy in secular uni-
versities, largely with students who have 
not been Christians, I have chosen to 
emphasize questions of this type, hope-
fully with flexibility and creativity, as 
they arise in the many different fields 
of university study. Such questions have 
come naturally into the classroom dis-
cussion whether the theme of the course 
has been philosophy of religion, politi-
cal theory, medical ethics, the history 
of ethics, or the history of Christianity. 
I have chosen to emphasize questions of 
this sort because I believe God is asking 
such questions through his general rev-
elation, with which most people have a 
very complicated relationship; discuss-
ing such questions has been my attempt 
to follow God’s example in the Garden 
of Eden (and to build on what I believe 
God is already doing) by leading with 
questions before talking about answers. 
I have tried to use a Socratic method 
of classroom teaching similar to what 
I believe the apostle Paul utilized in 
Romans 2:1–5. While discussing these 
questions in a university classroom, I 

remember that students (like all people) 
are not only asked these questions by 
God’s general revelation; they already 
know the answers to many of the ques-
tions because of the rich content of 
general revelation, but they hold that 
knowledge in a rejected or repressed 
status in their minds and hearts. For 
this reason I have chosen to move very 
slowly from life questions to biblical 
answers, allowing wrestling time, so 
students can quietly consider why they 
know some of the answers but do not 
want to recognize that they know the 
answers.7 These questions merit further 
consideration in this light.

What has always existed? Is it one 
or is it many? Is it spirit or matter? 
Is it God or the gods? Is it time and 
chance? Is it dialectical matter? Is it 
energy? When I have asked students, 
“What has always existed?” I then go on 
to mention some of the possible answers 
that normally occur to people in differ-
ent cultures, emphasizing that whatever 
answer one believes, that answer has to 
truly explain the world and our expe-
rience of the world. Depending on the 
pattern of classroom discussion, I have 
pointed out that it is difficult to imag-
ine that our experience of knowledge, 
hope, love, personality, and concern 
for justice is fully explained either by 
an impersonal source of the universe 
(such as matter, energy, and chance) or 
by polytheism (which lacks an explana-
tion for the unity of the universe and 
the unity of knowledge). Sometimes I 
say that the claim that matter, energy, 
and chance are the three entities that 



Thomas K. Johnson

MBS TexTe 1778

have always existed is very similar to 
polytheism, because this view posits 
multiple eternal entities. During the 
discussion, I assume that all people 
know, but may pretend not to know, 
about God’s eternal power and divine 
nature, so that this discussion would 
prompt serious spiritual discomfort. 
Of course, my Christian answer to the 
question is centered in the doctrine of 
the Trinity, that the unity of God as 
the source of all that exists explains 
the unified nature of the universe and 
truth, while the eternal relationships 
among the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
explain the way in which relationships 
(and relational values like love, justice, 
and honesty) have an ultimate source 
and place of existence. On occasion in 
a university classroom, I have pointed 
out that the doctrine of the Trinity is 
the solution to the question about the 
relation between the “One” and the 
“Many,” which shows that both unity 
and multiplicity have equal ultimacy.8 

But in a university classroom I some-
times choose not to answer the question, 
“What has always existed?” because 
I want the students to wrestle further 
with the truths which they know but 
cannot admit to knowing. According 
to the apostle Paul, my students already 
know the answer to the question. I 
have also discovered that some uni-
versity students become curious about 
me personally and Google me, with a 
result that they have a printed version 
of a Christian article I had written in 
their backpacks while they are discuss-
ing philosophy with me in a secular 

university classroom. After class they 
have felt free to talk more openly about 
their questions.

What does it mean that we are 
human? What is the morally signifi-
cant difference between a dog and a 
human? When I have asked students 
what it means to be human and how 
are they different from my dog (My 
wife and I have had a series of boxers for 
many years.), only very rarely has any 
student said that there is no morally 
significant difference between humans 
and animals. As a result of being created 
in God’s image, and as a part of God’s 
ongoing general revelation, people have 
a direct intuition and knowledge that 
humans are distinct in the universe and 
carry a special type of dignity which 
deserves respect. This God-given direct 
intuition stands in tension with what 
many people in secular universities are 
taught to believe about human nature 
(which is often related to atheistic ver-
sions of evolutionary theory), while at 
the same time, this God-given intuition 
stands behind the concerns for human 
rights which are affirmed by so many 
people. If people affirm human dignity, 
then one cannot avoid the question of 
the source of that dignity; if people deny 
human dignity, then why should we not 
devour each other like animals? When 
lecturing on human nature and human 
rights, I have sometimes chosen to 
make the prayer from Psalm 8:3–8 one 
of my first references to the Bible as the 
answer to the human quest: “When I 
consider your heavens, the work of your 
fingers, the moon and the stars, which 
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you have set in place, what is mankind 
that you are mindful of them, human 
beings that you care for them? You 
have made them a little lower than the 
angels and crowned them with glory 
and honor.6 You made them rulers over 
the works of your hands; you put every-
thing under their feet:7  all flocks and 
herds, and the animals of the wild,8 the 
birds in the sky,  and the fish in the 
sea, all that swim the paths of the seas.” 
These words provide a beautiful answer 
to the longing to understand oneself 
which many people feel but cannot 
explain without the biblical message. I 
strongly affirm the common Christian 
observation that knowing God leads 
to truly knowing ourselves (and other 
humans) and that truly knowing our-
selves truly can also lead to knowing 
God. Sometimes the first step toward 
accepting the Christian faith is for a 
person to begin to put into words his 
previously unformulated intuitions that 
humans are distinct in the universe and 
that the Bible gives an explanation of 
this distinctiveness.

Why do we know so much about 
right and wrong? How can it be that 
people in so many times and places 
have had somewhat similar ideas 
about right and wrong? When I raise 
the question of why we know so much 
about right and wrong I sometimes 
phrase the question, “Why do we know 
more about right and wrong than we 
want to know?” In light of what we 
learn from Romans 1, we know that 
people are not ignorant about right 
and wrong; the problem in ethics is 

that people do not like what they know 
about right and wrong because of God’s 
general revelation, and therefore people 
cannot fully explain what they know 
about right and wrong without explic-
itly mentioning God. And once we 
mention God as the source of our moral 
knowledge, all the reactions related to 
moral Angst become more prominent. 
The most common responses about the 
source of moral knowledge I have heard 
in university classrooms have been 
some variety of culturally based moral 
relativism which claims moral rules 
only arise from a particular culture and 
do not have global validity. Of course, 
there are some morally important mat-
ters that are culturally relative, mean-
ing that it is morally required of us to 
learn the local rules and to follow them. 
(A good example is whether one has to 
drive on the right or the left hand side of 
the road; there is no absolute and uni-
versal rule about which side of the road 
to drive, but it is obviously immoral not 
to know and follow the local rules since 
one might kill someone if he does not 
follow the culturally relative rules.) One 
must recognize this area of moral rela-
tivity, even though it is often strongly 
overemphasized, to have an honest con-
versation. But in the secular universi-
ties where I have taught, students tend 
to say everything is morally relative, 
meaning that right and wrong depend 
entirely on local expectations, and then, 
without recognizing the self-contradic-
tion, they go on to assume that every-
one knows he must not break a short 
list of rules, such as not murdering, not 
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stealing, not raping, not committing 
cannibalism, and perhaps not deceiving 
other people. (Only once did I meet a 
student who seriously claimed it is mor-
ally acceptable for a culture to practice 
cannibalism. I have heard much more 
uncertainty about whether or not truth 
telling is morally required.) Then one 
can ask, “Why do people say everything 
is morally relative, even though they do 
not really think everything is morally 
relative?” and “What does this inter-
nal contradiction tell us about human 
nature and about the universe?” At 
this point in the discussion, I think it 
is sometimes best to let people wrestle 
with the questions, not giving answers 
too quickly, because I believe such peo-
ple are wrestling directly with God. 

How do we know we can usually 
trust our five senses, even before we 
have asked if we can trust our senses? 
Most of the students I have taught have 
had little doubt that they can trust their 
five senses under normal circumstances, 
but only rarely have students had any 
explanation of why they think their 
senses give them truth about the uni-
verse or how it is that the human race 
has come to trust its five senses. (If I 
remember correctly, every answer to 
this question I have heard from students 
in a philosophy classroom has involved 
students telling a story about the origins 
and development of the human race as a 
part of evolution.) 

Though the topic merits further 
explanation, I believe, very briefly 
stated, that we can trust our senses 
because God created us so that there is 

a three-way natural correlation among 
our senses, the categories of understand-
ing in our minds, and the universe out-
side our minds; and God gives us direct 
awareness of this correlation as part 
of his general revelation, so much that 
many people never even consider why 
they trust their senses. Once the ques-
tion becomes explicit, it pushes people 
to begin to recognize the role that God 
plays in our lives, even if we try to deny 
or ignore him. God’s continuing gen-
eral revelation is the ultimate condition 
(behind several secondary conditions) 
that enables our normal human experi-
ence of knowing we can usually trust 
our senses. 

I have known a few students who 
were inclined to say they were skeptics 
in regard to their five senses, an inclina-
tion which leads a few people into deep 
personal problems. Therefore, I have 
not usually asked students, “Can you 
trust your five senses?” Instead I usually 
phrase the question in terms something 
like, “Why is it that you know you can 
trust your senses?” This phrasing tends 
to point people toward the hidden 
theological assumptions in their daily 
process of knowing the world around 
them.

How do we know that truth is uni-
fied, so that the truths of chemistry do 
not contradict the truths of biology 
or mathematics, even before we con-
sider the question? In the developed 
world, everyone seems to assume there 
are real truths in realms such as chemis-
try, biology, physics, and mathematics; 
further, everyone seems to assume that 
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the truths in these areas are unified, 
meaning that the truths in chemistry 
do not contradict the truths in biology, 
nor the truths of physics, nor the truths 
of mathematics. This assumption about 
the unity of truth makes technological 
development possible. 

While everyone makes these normal 
academic assumptions, at the very same 
time, some people deny we can know 
true truth about the universe. And on 
serious reflection, almost everyone has 
to admit that normal people do not 
learn about this unity of truth in the 
natural sciences by means of scientific 
experimentation or other uses of their 
five senses. The unity of truth in natural 
science is an expectation that we bring 
to the process of science. 

There is much about the existence, 
nature, and unity of truth that peo-
ple very commonly assume (even if a 
few claim to deny these truths), and I 
believe this is right to do because these 
truths are part of God’s general revela-
tion which makes normal human expe-
rience possible. At first, some people 
have difficulty grasping these ques-
tions because they seem very theoreti-
cal, and some people resist asking such 
questions because they secretly want to 
suppress their knowledge of God. But 
these questions arise to thoughtful peo-
ple because God is questioning us in a 
manner that drives us to recognize his 
role in human life. 

Many Christians can learn to discuss 
these questions in a manner that makes 
the questions more explicit and helps 
people to consider the biblical answers.

How do we know that other people 
have minds, even though most of us 
have never seen a proof of the exis-
tence of the minds of other people? I 
have used the question about proving 
the existence of the minds of other peo-
ple for a specific purpose within west-
ern universities: to illustrate the need to 
reform some models of what knowledge 
is, which dominate our educational sys-
tems, that have been inappropriately 
used in relation to God. Since the time 
of the Enlightenment (starting around 
1650), educational systems following 
the western model have used models of 
proving knowledge that are very good 
in relation to knowing physical things, 
whether building a bridge that is safe 
or curing medical problems. Whether 
in a school or a scientific laboratory, we 
commonly think we know something 
either on the basis of empirical evidence 
or on the basis of logical/mathemati-
cal proof. The relevant question inside 
this perspective is whether we are using 
inductive or deductive reasoning. This 
approach to knowing is very benefi-
cial for everyday knowledge, reducing 
the amount of dangerous nonsense 
that people believe, thereby contrib-
uting massively to scientific and tech-
nological development. However, this 
method of knowing has been inappro-
priately applied to knowing about the 
non-physical realm. Thereby it easily 
becomes an important way in which 
people suppress their direct knowledge 
of God, making it easier for people to 
say that they do not know God even 
though they really do know God. (In 
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a philosophy class, I describe this prob-
lem as classical or narrow foundational-
ism.) One step toward showing that this 
valuable model of knowledge is com-
monly used in an inappropriate manner 
is to show that we do not, cannot, and 
should not use this model of knowing 
in relation to other people. There may 
not be any totally satisfactory inductive 
or deductive proof that the important 
people in our lives in fact have minds, 
but we all know that our loved ones 
(and even people we do not like) really 
have minds much like our own. And 
if someone invents a real proof for the 
existence of the minds of other people, 
that proof may be too complex for us 
ordinary people to understand. The 
problem here is in the model of what 
we describe as real knowledge within 
our educational systems, not with any 
real uncertainty that my wife, children, 
or grandchildren have minds. It is our 
certainty about the reality of the minds 
of other people that makes it possible to 
reevaluate the way we claim to gain cer-
tainty of knowledge in education and 
scientific research. Every day everyone 
uses methods of knowing other people 
that do not fit into our Enlightenment 
models of knowledge, and we all think 
this is perfectly proper because it is nec-
essary for our daily lives, because we 
assume that the method of knowing has 
to correspond to the area of knowledge. 
So, too, I have argued in university 
classes, we should not use Enlighten-
ment models of scientific knowing in 
order to claim we cannot know God. 
While discussing this philosophi-

cal argument that sounds technical, I 
assume my students are really wrestling 
with God, so that my role is to simply 
take away one of the educational tools 
some have been using to defend against 
God’s direct claim on their lives.9

Is there something terribly wrong 
with the world or with human 
nature? If so, what? When discuss-
ing this question in secular university 
classrooms, it is my impression from 
student reactions that many have con-
sidered the question, though the ques-
tion itself is in tension with much of 
secular thought. It is commonly said 
today that we cannot learn or derive 
“ought” from “is,” or, conversely, that 
we cannot learn “ought not” from “is.” 
This is one of the principles of modern 
and postmodern culture that everyone 
is supposed to know and follow which 
is consistent with believing in atheistic 
evolution and with any worldview that 
does not see any purpose in the uni-
verse. But very few people (if any) hon-
estly follow this principle. Most people 
think there is something terribly wrong 
with the world or with human nature or 
that something must be done to make 
the world a better place. We all see or 
read reports of suffering, oppression, 
and the inhumanity of man against 
man and immediately feel that some-
thing is wrong or that something must 
be changed. Everyone seems to know 
that what is ought not to be, thereby 
denying a cardinal principle of secular 
education in the western world that few 
people really believe. (This reminds me 
of the situation in the communist coun-



Theologische AkzenTe 13

The First Step in Missions Training … (Part 4)

tries of Eastern Europe during the last 
decades of communism. Everyone was 
supposed to believe the communist ide-
ology, but many people knew that few 
people honestly believed the required 
ideology.) And once we begin to dis-
cuss this question sensitively, people are 
again driven to quietly ponder why they 
ask this question and how they know 
important truths that are inconsistent 
with unbelief. God is continuously and 
quietly asking, “Adam and Eve, what is 
wrong with you?” By openly raising the 
question in an educational situation, we 
push people to consider the question 
more vigorously. And the people with 
whom we are working will probably 
soon discover what we believe is the 
answer.

Why do we find ourselves alien-
ated from ourselves and each other? 
Is there a solution? I find it amazing 
that so many people are able to describe 
alienation so brilliantly. Students 
often describe truly horrible conflicts 
between their mother and their father, 
and then they describe a deep separa-
tion of themselves from their parents. I 
have sat and listened to reports in which 
the student talking with me thought a 
murder in the family was a real and 
present danger. What is amazing is 
that, in the process, almost everyone 
communicates an overwhelming sense 
that this is not the way things should 
be, often mixed with hope for improve-
ments or even for reconciliation, even 
though his sense that there is a such a 
thing as healthy relationships and his 
hope for reconciliation contradicts his 

entire worldview. What is important for 
our mission philosophical purposes is 
to notice that everyone assumes, usually 
without any qualifications, that conflict 
and alienation are bad and present a 
problem to be solved, not that conflict 
and alienation simply are. If, as the 
Bloodhound Gang claims, we are noth-
ing but mammals, the most we could 
very seriously claim is that one does 
not like conflict and alienation, while 
our social scientists investigate whether 
alienation helps or hurts the economy.10 
But almost no one ever says that con-
flict and alienation simply are. Everyone 
I have ever heard describe conflict and 
alienation assumes we all know some-
thing significant about what peaceful, 
wholesome relationships look like, even 
if he has not seen peaceful relationships 
and his basic worldview would say that 
conflict simply is, not that conflict is 
bad. I believe there is still an echo in the 
human heart of the time in the Garden 
of Eden (before Adam and Eve were 
alienated from God, from themselves, 
from each other, and from the rest of 
creation), which gives significant hints 
about what non-alienated relationships 
with each other, with God, and with 
the environment should look like. Part 
of being human is to not only know 
what alienation and conflict are but 
also to sense, perhaps vaguely, that con-
flict and alienation should not exist. By 
phrasing the question “Why do we find 
ourselves alienated from ourselves and 
each other?” we can easily move to the 
question of why we are able to recognize 
alienation as alienation and to know 
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that alienation and conflict should 
not exist. Phrasing the question in this 
manner also allows us to very easily 
enter into dialogue with the descrip-
tions of alienation coming from many 
philosophers, sociologists, and journal-
ists. Some of my students in Eastern 
Europe know the penetrating sociologi-
cal descriptions of alienation that Karl 
Marx penned as a young man, descrip-
tions which moved Marx to look for 
something better for society as a whole, 
really a type of redemption, though 
few of my students have believed that 
the revolution of the proletariat that 
Marx prophesied would provide that 
redemption.11 Talking about alienation 
is a way to remind people of something 
they know but may have pushed from 
their minds. In looking at Romans 
1:27, we notice that a theme in God’s 
general revelation is the creation order 
or scheme of life that refers back to the 
mandates given in creation and thereby 
to the conditions in the Garden of Eden 
before the fall of the human race. Talk-
ing about alienation is a step toward 
people seeing themselves as questioned 
by God, “Adam and Eve, why are you 
separated from everything?” This can 
lead to seeing their need for redemp-
tion in Christ, not only reconciliation 
in relation to each other and in relation 
to the rest of creation.

Is being male and female more than 
an accident of anatomy? The univer-
sity students I have taught in the post-
communist world have generally come 
from a background which has included 
a partial definition of gender roles and 

identity but that has been marked by 
a huge amount of family dysfunction 
and frequent divorce. At the same time, 
the educational system is increasingly 
marked by an understanding of human-
ness with a very problematic under-
standing of the relation between a per-
son’s body and a person’s self. Whereas 
at one time many held the opinion that 
one is his body, assuming our bod-
ies are the entirety of our humanness, 
more now seem to think that one’s real 
self (usually meaning what was called 
the soul or the spirit in previous gen-
erations) exists in total independence 
from the body. Within this recent way 
of thinking, a female self might acci-
dentally be born with a male body, or 
a male self might accidentally be born 
with a female body. Though I find this 
way of thinking very strange, it fits with 
(and may result from) ways of under-
standing human nature in our cultural 
and religious history that describe the 
distinction of the soul from the body as 
too large. I believe God created me as a 
male soul and a male body, though I do 
not understand how God weaves a body 
and soul together to make the complete 
whole we call a person. But some of 
the alienation from the self that people 
experience exists at this level; it is part 
of our alienation from the entirety of 
God’s creation order. I believe people 
are questioned by God’s general revela-
tion in this realm. Obviously one has 
to be very careful while discussing this 
theme, since it can be far more personal 
than a question such as “How do we 
know that truth is unified?” For some 
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people, questions about gender identity 
are closely tied with both moral and 
existential Angst; guilt, shame, and 
a loss of personal meaning can over-
shadow both the question and possible 
answers. Some people appear to look for 
meaning by means of saying something 
about themselves that may be intended 
to shock others. Because of the subjects 
I have taught at the university level, 
this question has arisen less frequently 
in the classroom than have some other 
universal questions. However, it is one 
of the questions for which people need 
biblical answers combined with a rec-
onciling relationship with other people 
and with God.

Does history have a meaning, direc-
tion, or shape? Is it a line, a circle, 
or something else? Existential Angst, 
the sense that life might not have any 
meaning, leads people to wonder if the 
history of the human race or the history 
of the universe is coming from some-
where or going somewhere. In some 
form or another, every worldview, reli-
gion, and ideology presents a big story 
which tries to shed light and meaning 
on one’s personal, small story. Many 
from the past and the present think the 
world goes through a circular process 
that is repeated many times, perhaps an 
infinite number of times, in a process of 
millions or billions of years. The com-
munists claimed that history moves 
from feudalism through capitalism into 
socialism by means of the class struggle, 
giving meaning to the life of the indi-
vidual according to the person’s place 
in the inevitable flow of history. Jews 

and Christians, influenced by the Bible, 
think of history as a finite line from cre-
ation to final judgment; of course, we 
should say that the fall accomplished 
by Adam and Eve and the redemption 
accomplished by Christ are also decisive 
steps in the process of history. In my 
years teaching in secular universities, 
I found that most students have been 
very comfortable talking about views of 
history (without high levels of Angst), 
and most understood that it is a funda-
mental question that everyone should 
answer. Curiously, most of the North 
American and European students I 
have taught have openly acknowledged 
that their views of history are linear and 
shaped by the Bible, even if they were 
atheists. Most have simply accepted a 
linear view of history as being as much 
a part of the western cultural inheri-
tance as democracy is and have recog-
nized the communist view of history 
as a heresy based on the western view. 
Yet the biblical answer, which sees God 
as the Creator and Sustainer of history 
and Judge at the end of history, is an 
answer which produces overwhelming 
Angst if one does not know the bibli-
cal gospel of salvation in Christ. The 
real answer to the direction and shape 
of history is the biblical account of cre-
ation, fall, redemption, and final return 
of Christ; the question occurs for many 
thoughtful people.

The human quest is closely associ-
ated with Angst, our awareness of our 
fallenness. We find ourselves threat-
ened by life in the world (ontologically, 
morally, and existentially), while we are 
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also questioned by the universe. While 
there will be many secondary causes in 
the life of each person and culture, it 
is important that we understand that 
God’s general revelation is the ultimate 
cause behind this entire consciously 
threatened and questioned nature of 
human life. Even if some aspects of my 
interpretation of Angst and being ques-
tioned need significant improvement, 
we can see an overview of one impor-
tant relationship of the biblical message 
to human experience: the Bible stands 
in an answering relationship to fallen 
life, with all its Ängste and questions. 
Knowing this should help equip us for 
bringing the biblical message to our 
neighbors who need it.

Questions for study and discussion:

1.  What are the similarities between the 
Bloodhound Gang and the Buddha?

2.  What the most common answers to 
the human quest in your community 
or culture? How are they competing 
for the loyalty of adherents?

3.  What is the relation between the 
questions (and quest) that arise from 
human existence and historical nar-
ratives? How is this both similar 
to and different from the relation 
between Angst and history?

4.  How has globalization influenced 
the process of the human quest? 
How should the globalization of the 
human quest inform our approach to 
missions and the education of people 
who grow up within a Christian 
church?

5.  What are the advantages and disad-
vantages of distinguishing between 
Angst and the human quest? Should 
the two themes be merged together?

6.  When should we quickly give biblical 
answers to the questions that people 
ask? When should we decide to let 
people wrestle with their questions 
(and continue wrestling with God)?

7.  Why do people seem not to fully 
believe their own beliefs? Why is 
there such a pronounced tension 
between professed beliefs and prac-
ticed beliefs for so many people?

8.  Look at each of the ten questions 
listed above. With each question 
describe the extent to which the 
question is already answered by 
God’s general revelation and the 
extent to which the question is only 
answered by God’s special revelation 
in the Bible.

9.  What questions would you add to 
this list of ten questions? Why?
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AnnotationAnmerkungen

1 Copyright 2013 Thomas K. Johnson, Ph.D. 
This text is the fourth in a series of connected 
chapters excerpted from a forthcoming book and 
builds on the themes in the previous text. Per-
mission is hereby given to download, print, send, 
and copy this text for individual, educational or 
church use, provided the entire text is used.
2 The fitness centered described is Svět pod pal-
movkou, in Prague, Czech Republic. The name 
translates into English as “The world below a 
palm tree,” an example of Czech humor. URL: 
http://www.svetpodpalmovkou.cz
3 In the meantime, things have changed so that 
one would no longer see frequent mammal 
mating on the Discovery Channel.
4 I am borrowing some terms from Martin Hei-
degger (1889–1976) without endorsing all of his 
philosophy.
5 I developed this list of questions in response to 
a university situation that was very consciously 
secular with elements from communism in the 
background. University students today seem to 
be progressively more influenced by various types 
of mysticism, which may require some further 
work on questions of this type.
6 We are probably all aware that religions and 
worldviews shape education in schools and uni-
versities. In 1986 I became aware of the extent to 
which worldviews influence museums by visiting 
the Museum of Modern European History in 
East Berlin (then under communism). The small 
displays of artifacts seemed to be overwhelmed 
by long ideological explanations of the import-
ance of the artifacts in class warfare prior to the 
time of communism. In the museum I learned a 
lot about the ideology of East German commun-
ism but very little about European history.
7 Much of my university teaching has been in the 
countries that were under communism. Some 
of the popular resentment toward communists 
arose because many people felt like the com-
munists always told people what to think and 
what to do, consistently based on the communist 
ideology, robbing people of the opportunity to 
think for themselves, thereby treating people as 

less than fully human. Students have reported to 
me in strong language that university professors, 
regardless of their philosophy of life, tend to tell 
students what to think, not how to think, thereby 
also treating students as less than fully human. 
This stands in stark contrast with the method of 
education that God uses, as described in Gen-
esis and Romans. I have found it very satisfying 
when students have reported that I have taught 
them how to think, not what to think, while also 
communicating the Christian faith in a manner 
that shows its relevance for the widest range of 
questions.
8 Solutions to the question of the “One” and the 
“Many” which say the “One” is truly ultimate 
tend to correspond with totalitarian or collec-
tivist social/political theories, whereas solutions 
that say the “Many” are truly ultimate tend to 
correspond with individualistic social/political 
theories. A Trinitarian solution corresponds with 
saying both the collective and the individual are 
real but emphasizes our relations with each other 
in multiple social organizations and institutions.
9 For a good introduction to the problems of 
narrow foundationalism, see Ronald H. Nash. 
Faith & Reason: Searching for a Rational Faith. 
Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988. pp. 69–92.
10 I am convinced that family conflict and the 
breakup of marriages contribute to many other 
social problems, including economic problems at 
the level of entire national economies, but that is 
a theme for another study.
11 I am thinking here of Karl Marx’s Economic 
and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 in which 
he described four types of alienation: the aliena-
tion of a worker from the product of his labor, 
from the act of producing, from himself as a 
worker, and from his fellow workers. Many have 
observed that Marx was both influenced by and 
alienated from the Jewish and Christian reli-
gions. I believe his theory of alienation was pos-
sible because of an echo of the Garden of Eden in 
the human heart which is maintained by God’s 
continuing general revelation.
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