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“No one, indeed, believes anything, unless 

he previously knows it to be believable.” Augustine

 

Christians seem to always long for a Christian identity marker: a sign that points to a person’s status as a Christian.  With the many threats from outside society, Christians have sought ways to protect those within the boundaries of Christianity from any perception of danger.  An establishment of a marker often allows participants who hold the marker to convince themselves that they and their community are safe from the threat of outside persons or ideologies.  In some circles, that sign may be the gift of the Holy Spirit; in others, it may be a successful Godly business; in others, it may be healthy participants; or in others, it may be a baptized adult.  Some markers have scriptural roots; some have cultural origins.  In each case, the sign becomes a marker that identifies to other like-minded believers that an individual can be viewed as a successful and safe participant.  As well, that sign predisposes the believer to moral action towards those within the specific body with evidence of the particular sign and moral action against those who are demarcated as outside the body with no obvious sign.  If an individual has the influence to enforce acceptance of a particular sign within a body of Christians, he or she will wield considerable social power in defining another person’s Christian status in the corporate body.  One marker seems to have particular longevity in American Christianity: creationism.

The longevity of the creationist marker—exemplified by rigid protection of scriptural interpretive schemes, aggressive defensive postures to those who attempt breaches of any of those defenses, disciplined teaching of the schemes to present and future generations, and ignoring the social price of promulgating those schemes—indicates that this battle may be one more front in the social civil wars that traumatize the American cultural landscape.  These wars, carefully articulated by James Hunter in Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America, are fields of conflict between conserving and progressive forces in America.
  After his careful examination of the polarizing impulses—primarily religious orthodoxy and religious progressivism
—within social conflicts such as abortion and homosexuality, Hunter sought reconciliation in pluralism and democratic ideals that demand a deep level of public discourse.
  He notes that part of the social stress “may be because the orthodox communities are themselves involved in a process of resymbolizing the “historic faiths” in terms that are more compatible with the assumptions of a secular and progressive public culture.”
  Conserving forces, sensitive to these shifts, resist the demand to resymbolize any identity markers that defeats their social purpose: conserving the best of the past so that it may be carried into the future.  

The ongoing war between two particpants of the culture war, creationists and evolutionists, can be analyzed by using the rubric of Christian identity markers.  Since the infamous Scopes Monkey Trial,
 an American reaction to the work of Charles Darwin in his text Origin of the Species and subsequent writings, many Christians have sought to define Creationism as an identity marker, if not the identity marker, for Christians while the opposition became branded with the appellation of Evolutionist.  The Scopes trial and the tension between creationism and evolution serves as a key milepost in the erosion of traditionalist forces of Protestantism.
  Mainline Protestants tended to move into the progressive sphere with assimilation of scientific knowledge; orthodox Protestants tended to maintain a conservative stance with the rejection of broad swaths of biological scientific knowledge.  The self-identification of a person as a Creationist, one who at a minimum defined God as the creative force in the narrative of the earth’s creation story, helped to construct a perception of a protective community from those who might threaten the Christian community.  Evolution became the ideological construct that helped define who could not be a Christian: an Evolutionist.
  This type of person seemed to be someone who sought to eliminate God’s actions from the narrative of the world’s origins.  Although a clear polarity in the conflict would have aided identification of the opposing sides, such precision was rarely apparent.  The more pragmatic ground of those who perceived truth in both positions became apparent.  However, this centrist position has also proved to be the most dangerous.  

While an evolutionary atheist by definition cannot be a Christian, a new group of individuals also became suspect.  Any Christian who dared to postulate that evolution may have a divine origin and may serve as a tool of God’s activity, a theistic evolutionist,
 has often been intellectually “tarred and feathered”—an interesting social identity marker—by powerful camps of Christians determined to protect their Creationist identity marker.  As well, any Christian who does not agree with the Young Earth position, a Gradual Creationist, even while affirming the creative power of God, risks not escaping the wrath of Young Earth Creationists.  These intermediate positions, often the ground of Christian intellectuals, have not reduced the potential for conflict between communities of Christians.  This conflict among Christians has erupted in many places; however, the most damaging site may be the Science Departments of Christian universities, in particular, Biology Departments.  Christian professors of Biology have spent much of their intellectual energy fending off attacks from other Christians who view them as a threat.  This dispute damages these centers of Christian inquiry and the Church as a whole.  The failure of reconciliation in this dispute must be compared to other failures to allow for potential reconciliation in the future.  Future success at reconciliation must include improvements to the development of faculty.  Christian biologists must be better prepared for the inherent conflicts; a preparatory process that demands integration of biblical, studies, theology, and biology.  Christian theologians must also prepare; a process that demands familiarity with the struggle and a determination to assist.

However, before one attempts the theological journey toward reconciliation, one must also be aware of an additional powerful force that must be identified to begin to address intractable social problems: the compartmentalization of knowledge as a result of professionalization.
  All realms of compartmentalized academic knowledge including biology, sociology, biblical studies, and theology are mutually trapped in a system that encourages the restriction of knowledge to elites marked as the bearers of that knowledge.  These elites, professors, protect their identity markers as aggressively as any ideologue elsewhere in society.  To break through these intellectual logjams, interdisciplinary studies have struggled to weave a tapestry of integrated knowledge.  Thomas Friedman has suggested an additional step: individuals who have access to broad categories of the knowledge spectrum must attempt to “arbitrage information.”
  He defines the task  as “having a wide net of informants and information and then knowing how to synthesize it in a way that will produce a profit.”
  This paper is an attempt at that task.  It will attempt to weave sociology, biblical studies, religious studies, theology, and biology into a tapestry that may be morally profitable.  It continues with social analysis.

The analysis of identity construction develops how identity and activity are linked by a nomenclature.  Sociologist of Religion Peter Berger notes how the division of labor results in a specific body of knowledge that refers to the particular activities involved.
  A vocabulary develops for each activity that is eventually codified and becomes foundational for the construction and institutionalization of the identity.
  The vocabulary is crucial for socialization, social organization, and moral action in the present generation and transmission to future generations.  The function of socialization, which Berger defines as “the comprehensive and consistent induction of an individual into the objective world of a society or sector of it,”
 serves to organize any individual’s identity.  As significant others validate moral action that flows from the social organization as correct, norms are generalized, a generalized other is formed, and identity in relation to the generalized other is stabilized.  Berger postulated the changes brought about by cultural transformation such as the Industrial Revolution.
  To extend his thought at a community level, when others conflict with the norms established by the generalized other, the identity maintains its stability by confronting any deviance from established norms.
  If the identity is unable to protect itself from the threat of deviant positions, it dissolves and must be reformed, often a morally constructive and yet traumatic event.

Berger goes on to develop the linkage between identity, the power of religious institutions, and structures of knowledge.  In his text The Sacred Canopy, Berger notes how religious knowledge becomes objectified as divine when an individual is socialized into the reality of one’s religious society. 
  Religious social institutions form to protect the content of religious knowledge, the propagators of that knowledge, and its byproducts.  However, these institutions become threatened by “conflict or discrepancies between the groups whose activities they are intended to regulate.”
  The potential of conflict arises at all points of theological dispute.  If a significant number of people can agree to the validity of a particular stance in a theological dispute, a social base is established.  Even marginal presuppositions become strengthened within this social construction, a plausibility structure
 and become central to the tenets of the construction.  The stance is supported if it is able to acquire empiric support; however, it only needs to gain something more valuable to a religious person: an assignation to faith, an unassailable litmus test of religious adherence.  And religious groups seem to become most threatened, and ironically most confident, when the collective knowledge base cannot be supported by empiric evidence but can only be assigned to faith.  However, all religious people would benefit to remember Sartre’s description of “bad faith”: when people “misrepresent choice as destiny and thus deny the choices actually made.”
  Religious people often “choose” to define a theological judgment as a theological precept that deserves defense.  If that judgment becomes internalized, its importance may lead to it serving as a marker that structures an individual’s or a community’s identity, an identity marker.  The plausibility structure that then surrounds this marker leads to moral action to define, defend, and transmit the precepts to a wider community of potential believers.  This process inevitably leads to conflict with other religious people who, on the same disputed ground, have selected another judgment as the best response.  It may be time to reconsider how we construct plausibility structures of Christian religious knowledge.  It may be time to “enjoy the journey” instead of “enforcing the ending.”

Christian communities continuously develop identity markers, and moral responses flow from those markers.  I argue that the most powerful markers flow from an interpretation of key scriptural passages that serve to define God and His actions. God is interpreted to act and to interact with humanity: with one’s speech pattern that may be perceived as angelic sounds, with one’s symbols of success that mimics God’s success, with one’s pure living that models God’s purity, or with one’s social actions that relives God’s previous actions.   Each marker offers us clues to how God is perceived and, therefore, how God acts.  

An elucidation of the acts of God carries demands on how humans should, if not must, act.  Mircea Eliade has noted in his studies on ancient people how “all the important acts of life were revealed ab origine by gods or heroes.  Men only repeat these exemplary and paradigmatic gestures ad infinitum.”
  The intent was to discern the gods and act on earth according to how the gods in heaven were acting.  
Little has changed as the “What Would Jesus Do” bracelets
 and tattoos teach us.  Human acts are considered to be morally correct when the act mimics the divine example.  Mimicry of a exemplar serves as a powerful moral force.  The ability to discern the acts of God then become the crucial element in assisting humanity in how to act.  This process, an interpretive  process, remains as a crucial task of biblical and theological scholarship, a task current scholars must continue to undertake precisely because of the moral demands inherent in the process.

The interpretive process leads to assumptions on how humans should act.  If Eliade is correct, humans are expected to act as God acts.  In Christianity, each believer can be expected to mimic the actions of the Father, Son or the Holy Spirit.  Once a believer is confident of God’s action and a believer’s mimicry of that action, the identity marker is reified into the identity structure of the person and all those in the believer’s community.  To change actions that are perceived as defective, one must first reexamine how a Christian opponent constructed a marker that leads to moral activity such as the exclusion of a person from the Christian community.  Christian identity markers are often constructed as a result of conflict on the appropriate moral response to theological issues.  Two exemplars will be explored for models of action when there is a conflict in interpretive responses: primarily, Jesus’ response to Pharisaic confrontation over issues such as Sabbath observances and, secondarily for the purposes of those who meet to recognize the contribution of John Wesley, Wesley’s response to the name “The Methodists.”  

Scripture is clear that Jesus confronted defective Jewish identity markers in his day.  John’s Gospel serves as an informative discussion on reconciliation and the failure of mutual reconciliation in Christ’s ministry.  This concept of mutual failure becomes a nuance of the theological interpretations of reconciliation in the New Testament.  The concept of reconciliation, dominated by Paul’s development of the concept in passages such as 2 Corinthians 5, deserves reevaluation.  The term, defined by Colin Brown as “the restoration of a good relationship between enemies,”
 should also include perceptions of failure to reconcile mutually during Jesus’ ministry.  Jesus unilaterally reconciled with his antagonists; his antagonists never reconciled with him.  Social analysis of scripture helps define this position.  The first antagonists in the gospel become the Jews (1:19) who seem to be quickly identifies as the Pharisees (1:24).  The marker of baptism required clarification as John [the Baptist] was not  recognized as Christ or Elijah (1:25).  Only questions remain after this first episode of antagonism.  An example of mutual reconciliation begins with the next meeting with a Pharisee, Nicodemus.  His questions and answers lead to a new nomenclature centering around birth into the kingdom of God.  The episode ends without closure of the scene; therefore, the reader is left to wonder whether mutual reconciliation had been achieved or denied as the definitive marker of belief (already introduced as a feature of the disciples (2:11)) was missing.  However, a symbol of reconciliation or healing is left for Nicodemus.  The son of man lifted up (3:14), a memory of an earlier symbol of healing, serpents on a pole,
 becomes the identity marker of reconciliation for Nicodemus and future believers.

Mutual reconciliation with the broad community of Pharisees is obviously a failure since at the next point of intersection (7:32), the Pharisees and chief priests send officers to arrest him.  However, mutual reconciliation with one of the Pharisees, Nicodemus, seems to have moved to a new level.  His implicit defense of Jesus (7:50-52) elucidates in some measure to a partial reconciliation and an emerging shift from one belief group with its identity markers to another, an understanding encouraged with the mysterious comment of his being “one of them” (7:50).  Jesus’ relationship with other Pharisees continues to degrade with his failure to produce more than one witness (8:13); however, it founders on Jesus’ failure to abide by Pharisaic interpretations of Sabbath activity.  His earlier confrontation at the pool of Bethzatha with those only identified as “Jews” exposes the distinction of his interpretive scheme that conflicts with existing understandings of Sabbath.  His use of the phrase “my Father is working still, and I am working” (5:17) can be viewed as highly disputational.  The Pharisaic definition of God’s restful activity on the Sabbath, an interpretation dependent on Torah passages including Genesis 1, was exposed by Jesus as a defective understanding of God and God’s activity.  Jesus’ disputations on understandings of Genesis 1 proves to foreshadow the current difficulties with this passage.  When interpretations of this passage enter into the identity structure of a group, that group will strenuously resist alternative interpretive schemes.  Pharisaic agreement of Jesus on this point would have reopened the extensive discussion on Sabbath activities that had been closing with Rabbinic gleanings.
  

The exposure of the interpretive conflicts became a source of antagonism with opponents that lead to social ostracization of Christ and added to the arguments demanding His socially constructed death.  Jesus’ identity markers were radically different than existing markers that defined those imbedded in social constructions.  Those markers lead him to act in ways that were divergent from his antagonists: he healed on the Sabbath while they rested—and argued with him.  However, one response also proves to be an example of mutual reconciliation within a context of failed reconciliation.  John’s inclusion of Nicodemus as a closing character to the Passion scene illustrates an unspoken and yet complete reconciliation between Jesus and this one Pharisee.  The traverse of Jerusalem with a hundred pounds of burial spices, an interesting parallel to Jesus’ carrying of his cross through the city, could do little but re-identify Nicodemus as a follower of Jesus.  One can only speculate that the sight of Jesus on the cross might have been his moment of reconciliation as his first meeting with Jesus intimated.  Another point of speculation seems beyond doubt, the obvious public exhibition of identity would serve to damage if not destroy Nicodemus’ identity as a teacher of Israel and a Pharisee.
  

Some crucial conclusions as to how Jesus reconciled with those who began in conflict with him become instructive to any discussion on reconciliation.  First, there was  only unilateral reconciliation between Jesus and his primary antagonists, the Pharisees.  Their interpretive schemes remained virtually intact to the challenge mounted by Jesus.  Their identification markers continued without major changes.  They succeeded in defeating any major adjustment to identity markers associated with Judaism during the ministry of Jesus.  However, it is equally crucial to understand Jesus’ reconciliation with them.  His blood sacrifice would have had its initial redemptive power toward those who offered the sacrifice, the Jews and Pharisees.  Unilateral reconciliation would have been accomplished even if it were rejected.  Second, his methodology in response to marker conflict instructs us on how we may want to act in the modern religious conflicts like the Creation-Evolution crisis: he opened the scriptures with all to relearn what the text is saying
; he confronted his opposition with clarity and sincerity by defining the weaknesses of existing markers
; he acted according to His identity markers
; he developed a new generation who could adopt his new markers and acted according to those markers
; and he paid the social price demanded by those he confronted.
  He failed yet he won!

Third, Jesus was able to document a success with an individual; however, he showed no ability to succeed against the dominant social groups of his day.  He was able to reconcile mutually with an individual who would have been sensitive to all the of the plausibility structures that helped to construct a Pharisee.  He was able to succeed to the degree that the individual was confident enough to confront his social structure at a peer level and a community level.  However, with the cohesive groups identified broadly as Jews or Pharisees, he was unable to alter the trajectory of their social agenda.  This conclusion is instructive when dealing with all social communities that are in conflict.  An individual who is open to further discussion on a topic of debate can be influenced; however, individuals embedded in social structures are capable of competing effectively with the most persuasive example and arguments for moral change that humanity has ever experienced: the life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth.

With the methodology offered by Jesus for reconciling individuals in conflicts, we can benefit from a brief analysis of a situation that might assist in confronting challenging situations.  With the primary problem the names that are used in a religious conflict, a reminder of a previous religious conflict between John Wesley and his antagonists over names might assist in the process of reconciliation.  For Wesley, the Methodist name was one of many coined to be a malicious nickname, a social tool used to identify those in the non-conformist Oxford bible study that Wesley eventually lead.  The other names reflected the public perception of a group of students who attempted to live by prescribed rules; students who sought to help each other.  They attempted to keep precisely the “Law of God, rule of the Church, [and] statute of the University.”
  The names developed from the wit of the university: “Godly Club,” “Biblemoths,” “Sacramentarians” and from his father the honor of being the “Father of the Holy Club.”
  However, the title that remained was the name that represented the “ordered fashion of their lives”
: Methodists.  The name represents an identity marker that defines moral action by both protagonists and antagonists.  Wesley absorbed the intellectual blows implicit in the name and allowed the name to inform the nascent community.  With these two examples, a powerful methodology to approach  the Creationist debate is to use scripture to explore Christ’s actions with those around him who had a differing view of God and His actions and to manipulate another’s marker to one’s advantage.

 

 Before one can approach the moral requirements that seem to flow from our discussion, a memory will help of David’s Hume’s recognition that the “ought” is not distinguished from the “is” in popular morality,
 Hume was attempting to show that moral distinctions were not derived from reason, but were derived from a moral sense, a moral feeling.  In an attempt to shift away from a rational Thomistic approach, Hume noticed that after a rational analysis of the existence of God, a moral rationalization flowed from evidence of action, the “is”, to a demand for a response, the “ought,” with no connection in between.  The question remains whether this brief moral analysis also falls into the same trap.  I would argue that moral exemplars make demands upon the individuals within communities that affirm the exemplar.  As autonomous individuals, the belief and identification in the actions of an exemplar carries with it the implicit assumption that one will act like the exemplar.  This creates a direct connection between what “is,” the actions of the exemplar, and the “ought,” how an individual should live one’s life.  The individual must also be aware that subsuming oneself in a moral community does not absolve a person of the moral responsibility to act like the exemplar.  While one can assume that one’s community offers a valid representation of Jesus’ life and ministry, one must always maintain an awareness that the power of the community in nurturing faith and practice may also be used to destroy the same.  Creationists or biologists who claim to be Christian must act like Jesus Christ when confronting perceptions of deviance.  Those who destroy others, even those with whom they radically disagree, in their attempts to defend identity markers cannot claim to be Christian.   

Jesus Christ for the Christian and John Wesley for the Wesleyan become exemplars that offer moral examples that develop moral expectations for those who affirm their beliefs and actions.  These two become templates for the Christian & Wesleyan Biology professor who seeks reconciliation with Creationists.    Unfortunately, the Christian Biology professor is rarely equipped to handle the conflict in a manner that is acceptable to the challenger and failure has been the result.  The Biology Professor is a product of a specialized university system that restricts knowledge to a specific field of inquiry. Thomas Friedman argues that specialization, while crucial to the past, hampers our future.  Future professors require an integrationist approach to knowledge to solve complex problems.  In this case, the typical Protestant-trained biology professor has little seminary training to assist her or him in the creationist debate.  Christ taught Christians that an effective use of scripture is a crucial early step in religious confrontation.  Unfortunately, few Biology professors have been schooled in the exegetical and hermaneutical tools of scripture.   They often must confront pastors and laity who have those resources available to them.  At this juncture, a seminary degree with an emphasis on Biblical Studies—akin to a Jesuit model of academic preparation—needs to be recommended for every Biology professor at a Christian post-secondary institution.  With the unacceptable challenge that this recommendation raises for some, biblical studies and theology faculty in Christian universities are recommended to form a phalanx around science faculty.  Ongoing exegesis and interpretation of crucial passages must continue by a cadre of scholars.  

Biology professors must also seek ways to turn the nomenclature to their advantage.  As Wesley absorbed and turned the Methodist title to his advantage, biology professors must also strive to redefine the Evolutionary titles to their advantage. Identity markers such as gradual creationism and Intelligent designer/sustainer assist in a reconstruction of an appropriate identity for future discussions.

Unfortunately, there will be a social price that may be required for one who confronts another’s identity marker.  Jesus has illustrated for us the profound cost of that action.  His sacrifice for those who were willing to scapegoat him for a social agenda can only point to the tragedy that is in the immediate future of someone attempting to reshape identity markers.  However, his sacrifice also teaches each Christian the requirement of equivalent response when faced with religious foes.  Mutual reconciliation may be as rare for Christians as it was for Jesus; however, actions that lead to healing and reconciliation are the call of the Christian.  Confrontation with opponents may be necessary; however, the development of the next generation of thinkers is the central role of the university and the task that the Christian university does best.  Although social disputes often result in mutual reconciliation failures, failure is an honorable outcome if it protects the future from a narrowed moral response to defective identity marker of the present.  
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