Book Review: The Challenge of Postmodernism: A Critical Engagement
Baker Books (march) 1997     $18.99

review: Andy Gustafson, Marquette University, Milwaukee WI

[This book was originally published by Scripture Press, but has been sold, along with all of their other academic books, to Baker.  It was first published by SP in 1995.]

This is a book made up of 23 essays by Evangelical contributors, ranging from Carl F.H. Henry and Thomas Oden to Stanley Grenz and R. Albert Mohler.  The essays are divided into three sections within the book: theology, hermeneutics, and apologetics.  The authors all see postmodernism as a challenge, but not necessarily as a bad thing.  Some present aggressive critiques of postmodernism, some remind us that all eras are passing eras, and others attempt to positively adapt particular traits of postmodernism for positive and constructive purposes in their disciplines.   The general tone is one of cautious optimism towards possibilities available in the postmodern age.  This book provides a plethora of interesting and diverse accounts of what postmodernity is, and how to respond to it.  It is a great value for any interested evangelical.

David Dockery introduces the book, attempting (as nearly every essayist does) to define postmodernism, and identify its primary traits.  Within the section on theology, Oden Triumphantly pronounces the death of modernity, explaining why it is not surprising, given modernity’s nihilistic principles.  Henry divides postmodernity into the warm-hearted constructive postmodernism of the process thinkers, and the cold-blooded destructive postmodernism of the nihilists, criticizing both, and then reminds us that the root of evil is found not in modernity or postmodernity, but in humanity’s disavowal of the living God of all ages.  Kurt Richardson deplores the de-traditionalization of contemporary Christian thought while Mohler cautions evangelicals against any hasty adaptation of postmodern principles.  Grenz sees the possibilities of postmodernity, much like Oden, and commends us to take hold of postmodernity by the horns and be willing to “boldly go where no one has gone before”.  Robert Weathers wraps up the section with a critical essay on the thought of Jerry H. Gill’s postmodern philosophy of religion, which Weathers thinks is an example of an evangelical thinker losing track of his foundations in the course of reforming his philosophical worldview.

In the hermeneutics section, E. Ray Clendon claims that postmodernism leaves us with an inadequate foundation for exegesis, while Michael Glodo, while remembering that “like all autonomous human thought, postmodernist thought is corrupt” goes on to point out the potentially positive possibilities of the postmodern situation.  Carey Newman’s interesting essay attempts to explain and justify his use “of the fictional detective story [of Sherlock Holmes] as a reading strategy for Paul.”  Mark Seifrid’s essay is a an explanation and critique of modern and contemporary views of Paul, especially that of E.P Sanders.  Norman Gulley claims that postmodernity might help free the reading of scripture from the clutches of modern criticism, and allow for it to be read according to its own hermeneutic principles.  Dan R. Stiver claims that Anthony Thiselton has misunderstood postmodern thought, and given Derrida and Lyotard the short shrift.  Stivers claims that Thiselton, as many evangelicals, just doesn’t realize that “at this point, postmodernism may be more ally than enemy”.  

In the apologetics section, Gary Phillips makes the point that dialogue and reasonable disagreement is impossible without some sort of agreed upon object of discussion. C. Ben Mitchell argues that religious medical ethics has a legitimate place in the pluralistic marketplace of ideas. Kathryn R. Ludwigson provides an aggressive assault on postmodernism, and encourages us to recognize the “lies of lucifer” and to “diligently catechize our children” so that they know what they believe, and in like spirit, William E. Brown attempts a critique of postmodern culture, encouraging us to maintain the faith, and Kelvin Jones continues this voice, by calling us to remember the foundational Logos which is revealed in Christ.  C. Richard Wells raises high John Henry Newman’s classic, The Idea of a University as a banner around which to rally as we consider higher education in America. John A. Sims, and James Emery White and Rick Gosnell each provide suggestions for reforming our apologetic strategies so that one can speak intelligibly in the current postmodern milieu.  Thomas Oden concludes the book, with yet another celebratory call for evangelicals to seize the opportunity which the end of modernity affords.  The tools are now in our hands to brazenly unmask the ideologically-laden presuppositions of modernity, leaving us freer than ever to explore our tradition and to demand a place in the midst of the present pluralistic intellectual forum.

The books itself draws us into a most important question: how should we, as Evangelicals, approach postmodernity?  Should we give into our fears and preconceptions?   Shall we blame postmodern thinkers for shopping malls, TV, and Beavis and Butthead? (Brown)  Or should we attempt the difficult work of understanding what various postmodern writers say, and work at sorting the good thoughts and good thinkers out from the bad?  How do we distinguish postmodern culture from postmodern philosophy or literature?  Postmodernity is upon us-- now what is our response?  This is the challenge of postmodernity.  

Oden and Grenz present the most aggressively positive attitudes in the book.  Oden pounces upon the ‘dead moderns’ with glee, while Grenz points out the similarities between evangelicals and postmoderns.  We can agree with postmoderns in their emphasis on the limits of human rational capabilities, their questioning of Enlightenment assumptions that we can stand outside of the historical process or culture that we live in, and we can agree with them that all knowledge is not inherently good.  It seems that in our acknowledgment that 1) man is finite, not infinite (God), 2) man is fallen, not complete, and 3) I am only one individual, with a limited subjective perspective, Grenz is right-- evangelicals have some grounds for agreement with postmodern thought.  While Henry reminds us that no philosophy, postmodern or otherwise, is not free of sin, and Ludwig’s asserts that “revelation from God is the ultimate source of truth” these reiterations of evangelicalism fail to face the questions plaguing postmoderns, namely: how does my situatedness affect my ability to know ‘the Truth with a capital T?’  How do I know like God knows, and if I don’t, how do I know there is Truth, and what is the relation of my knowing to the Truth?  In short: how do we get from subjectivity to objectivity?  This is a central difficulty in the challenge of postmodern thought, and it is the challenge which evangelicals must grapple with, if they are to have an intelligent voice in the discussion.

Strange as it might seem, a misquote of Derrida by Ludwigson draws attention to 3 problems which evangelicals must overcome before they can understand the postmodern challenge they face.  Ludwigson quotes Derrida as saying, “There is nothing outside the text; all is textual play with no connection with original truth”.   This is a radical misquotation.  Not only was it misquoted, it wasn’t even taken directly from Derrida, but from a secondary source.  Derrida, in Of Grammatology says “There is nothing outside the text”.  He does not say “all is textual play with no connection with original truth” anywhere in any of his writings.  The first problem this misquote raises is this: evangelicals must become familiar with primary texts of those postmoderns they talk about.  Taking a fragmented quote out of a secondary text will not do.   We need better scholarship than that.  Second, we must make sure not to misrepresent what is being said by another author-- charity must be the rule, and adding an uncharitable commentary into a ‘quote’ is an extreme case of a lack of charity.  Third, I expect that the majority of evangelicals wouldn’t even notice this misquote, because they think that when Derrida says “There is nothing outside the text” that he in fact means that there is no original truth, or that all we have is textual play, or other silly things.  But in fact, Derrida strictly and plainly denies such facile readings, and anyone who wishes to know better should read the “Afterword” of Limited, INC..  We must not listen to the academic gossip or adopt the dogmatic deafness of the antagonist, but we should intelligently read and think about the writers themselves, (ESPECIALLY if we intend to publish our thoughts on the matter!).  It seems that those authors in this book who were most familiar with postmodern primary texts felt more comfortable suggesting possible points of agreement.

In short, the strength of this book is that the reader is exposed to 22 different evangelical conceptions of what postmodernity is, and how to respond to it.  Scholars, ministers, and laymen alike will find this book a helpful resource in making sense of how to respond to postmodernity.

