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Hi, My Name Is Warren And I’m Hi, My Name Is Warren And I’m 
A Recovering EvangelicalA Recovering Evangelical

� The Evangelical Myth
� The Evangelical Reality

– The Triumph of Sentimentality
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– The Triumph of Sentimentality
– The New Provincialism
– Body-Count Evangelism
– The Christian Industrial Complex
– The Great Stereopticon

� The Evangelical Future



The Evangelical MythThe Evangelical Myth
The problem with the modern American church is that it is far too The problem with the modern American church is that it is far too 

“modern American” and not nearly enough “church.” “modern American” and not nearly enough “church.” ––Stanley HawerwasStanley Hawerwas

� How Many Of Us Are Evangelical?
– 2000, Glenmary Research Center:  between 25 and 30 percent 

of Americans called themselves evangelical
– 1980, James Davison Hunter: 31.7 percent. 
– 1900, Hunter:   41 percent of Americans were evangelical

� How Many Churches?
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� How Many Churches?
– 1900:  27 churches per 10,000 Americans  
– 1985:  12 churches per 10,000
– Today:  Less than 10 (Baptist Church Planting)

� 1990s: 4000 churches shut their doors permanently each year.  
Less than half that many new churches were started.

� Barna Research Group: a substantial majority of Americans 
claimed to be Christian, and more than a quarter claimed to be 
evangelical, but only about 9 percent believed such core 
doctrines of the Christian faith as the deity of Christ, the 
Resurrection, and the authority of Scripture.



The Evangelical RealityThe Evangelical Reality

– The Triumph of Sentimentality
– The New Provincialism
– Body-Count Evangelism
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– Body-Count Evangelism
– The Christian Industrial Complex
– The Great Stereopticon



The Triumph of SentimentalityThe Triumph of Sentimentality
“If you want to get anywheres in religion, you gotta keep it sweet.”“If you want to get anywheres in religion, you gotta keep it sweet.”

——Flannery O’ConnorFlannery O’Connor

� Richard Weaver:  “The Unsentimental Sentiment”
� The World As We Would Like It To Be

– Utopian or Dystopian
� Sentimentality is idolatry:  “You can be as God”
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� Sentimentality is idolatry:  “You can be as God”
� What does it look like?

– Universalism and Annihilationism
– Emergent Church
– Prosperity Theology
– Positive Thinking/Joel Osteen

� We show our acceptance of the Gospel when we behave in 
ways that show our acceptance of God’s ordering of the 
universe



The New ProvincialismThe New Provincialism

� Allen Tate – Agrarians
� A geographic savant, but a chronological 

idiot
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idiot
� Result:  ahistorical, disconnected
� Denial of the Incarnation of Jesus



Body Count EvangelismBody Count Evangelism

� Decisions vs. Conversions vs. Disciples
� The Second Great Awakening

– Charles Finney
– The rise of cults (Mormons, JW)
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– The rise of cults (Mormons, JW)
� The Rise of the Parachurch

– More than 1-million tax-exempts in America today
� The Rise of the Megachurch

– A 100-fold increase since 1970
� Denial of the sovereignty of God and the efficacy 

of His grace



Christian Industrial ComplexChristian Industrial Complex

� Christian retail:  $4-billion market
� Rise of Christian radio?

– The fragmentation of media
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� Targeting Becky:  The Feminization of Christian 
Radio

� CCLI:  Christian radio as the modern hymnal
� Moneychangers in the temple

– Marketing has replaced ecclesiology



The Great StereopticonThe Great Stereopticon

� Richard Weaver’s expression:  Modern 
Media

� Are media morally neutral?
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� Are media morally neutral?
� Does God have a preferrred medium?



Scripture And Media: Scripture And Media: 
The Power of LanguageThe Power of Language

� God spoke the universe into existence
� Gen. 1 -- “And God said…”

� The naming of the animals
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� The naming of the animals
� Gen. 2:15-20

� The writing of Revelation
� Rev. 1:11 – “Write on a scroll what you see”

� The word of our testimony
� Rev. 12:11



Characteristics Of Characteristics Of 
The Great StereopticonThe Great Stereopticon

� Triumph of sentimentality
– Pornography

� Perversion of language
– Spin, False Witness
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– Ideologically motivated use of language

� Increased compartmentalization
– Public and private
– Sacred and profane

� Triumph of Materialism and Hedonism
– Entertainment and Business Reporting
– “Best” “Biggest” “Newest” “Fastest” “Richest”



Are Media Morally and Are Media Morally and 
Culturally Neutral?Culturally Neutral?

The medium doesn’t matter as long as 
the message is good.



Are Media Morally and Are Media Morally and 
Culturally Neutral?Culturally Neutral?

People who know the most about 
media say the answer to that question 

is an emphatic “no.”



Are Media Neutral?Are Media Neutral?
� Neil Postman (Amusing Ourselves To Death)

– Media are not culturally or morally neutral
– Media necessarily shape message

� Famous example:  It is impossible to discuss philosophy using smoke 
signals
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signals

– Culturally speaking, media bring us together andpull us apart
� But there is a “net effect”

– Poetry thrives (dominates) in oral culture
– Fiction, law and philosophy thrive in written culture
– Entertainment thrives in video culture

– “The God of the Jews was to exist in the word and through 
the word, an unprecedented conception requiring the highest 
order of abstract thinking.”



Are Media Neutral?Are Media Neutral?
� Marshall McLuhan (Understanding Media)

– “The medium is the message”
– McLuhan’s Light Bulb
– “With TV it is not so much the message as the 

sender that is sent.”
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sender that is sent.”
– Television and movies force “suspended judgment”

� The “unwilling suspension of disbelief”
– "Any technology tends to create a new human 

environment... Technological environments are not 
merely passive containers of people but are active 
processes that reshape people and other technologies 
alike." 



Are Media Neutral?Are Media Neutral?
� Richard Weaver (Ideas Have Consequences)

– The Great Stereopticon
� Combination of words, sound, and image
� “Deconstructed Reality”
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� “Deconstructed Reality”
� The appearance of permanence, but it disappears as soon 

as it appears
� If the “great stereopticon” is the disease, then community 

is the cure

� Michael Stipe (It’s The End Of The World)
– “Intellectual Fascism”

� Reduces “moviegoer” to spectator



Are Media Neutral?Are Media Neutral?

� Walker Percy (The Moviegoer, Lost in the Cosmos)
– Makes man homo viator, “man on his way”
– Like Cain, who wanders to and fro in the land
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– Like Cain, who wanders to and fro in the land
– We have become a culture of “liberated 

adolescents”



Are Media Neutral?Are Media Neutral?

� David Wells (No Place For Truth)
– “But biblical faith is about truth.  God has 

described himself and his works to us in the 
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described himself and his works to us in the 
language of the Bible, and it is quite 
presumptuous for us to say that we have found 
a better way to hear him and a better way to 
find reality.”



Are Media Neutral?Are Media Neutral?

� Is content alone, or mostly, the determinant 
of the beauty or truthfulness of poemia, or 
“made thing”?
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“made thing”?



Are Media Neutral?Are Media Neutral?
� If yes, which is more beautiful?

� Your daughter
� Talking with your daughter on the phone
� A photo of your daughter
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� A photo of your daughter

� If yes, who is more truthful?
� A televangelist, asking for money by reminding you that 

“God will meet all your needs”?
� A pastor, sitting by your hospital bedside, holding your 

hand, reminding you, “God will meet all your needs”?



Does God Have Does God Have 
A Preferred Medium?A Preferred Medium?



Does God Have Does God Have 
A Preferred Medium?A Preferred Medium?

� I Cor. 1:20 seems to say “Yes!”
– “Where is the wise man?  Where is the scholar?  

Where is the philosopher of this age?  Has not 
God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  For 
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God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  For 
since in the wisdom of God the world through its 
wisdom did not know him, God was pleased 
through the foolishness of what was preachedto 
save those who believe.  Jews demand miraculous 
signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach 
Christ crucified:  a stumbling block to Jews and 
foolishness to the Greeks.”



The Stroop EffectThe Stroop Effect

The Power Of The Medium



The Stroop EffectThe Stroop Effect

� Red
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The Stroop EffectThe Stroop Effect

� Red
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A Lover’s QuarrelA Lover’s Quarrel



The Stroop EffectThe Stroop Effect
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The Stroop EffectThe Stroop Effect
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The Stroop EffectThe Stroop Effect
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Lessons of The Stroop EffectLessons of The Stroop Effect

� The speed and nature of the medium 
overwhelmed content

� Knowledge of the right and wrong answers had 
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� Knowledge of the right and wrong answers had 
little effect on ability to produce the right 
answer

� The medium producer could get you to produce 
any answer he wanted…

� AND believe you had given the right answer!



The Medium The Medium 
Is The Message!Is The Message!

The nature of the medium has a greater 
impact that the contentof the message!



What Is The What Is The Nature Nature Of Of 
Modern Media?Modern Media?

� Isolating and alienating
� Produces immersion rather than interaction
� Encourages spectating, not participating
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� Encourages spectating, not participating
� Bears false witness by “deconstructing” 

reality

These are distinctly anti-Christian ideas, 
No matter the content!



Particularly Destructive Particularly Destructive 
Uses of Modern MediaUses of Modern Media

� Worship Services
– Negative impact on community
– Sets high performance bar for worship leadership and 

participation
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participation
� Choirs vs. “Worship Team”

– Danger of eliciting sentimental response

� Small Group Settings
– Negative impact on leadership development
– Reduces interaction, intimacy, self-disclosure that make 

small groups so valuable



Effective Uses of Effective Uses of 
Technological MediaTechnological Media

� Efficiently explaining complicated concepts
– Organizing concepts in a linear manner

� Producing an emotional response
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� Producing an emotional response
� Providing otherwise impossible access to 

uniquely gifted presenters
� Providing evidence or testimony
� Certain kinds of story-telling



The Evangelical FutureThe Evangelical Future

� Recovery of the “Natural Family”
– “Manly” and “Womanly” arts
– “The Future Belongs To The Fruitful”
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� Recovery of Community
– Koinonia:  Properly operating church

� Recovery of Vocation
– Adolescence as a time of discovery of gifts and 

calling, not a permanent condition!



Resources For Resources For 
Discerning ChristiansDiscerning Christians

� Ideas Have Consequences by Richard Weaver
� The Art Of The Commonplace by Wendell Berry
� Amusing Ourselves To Deathby Neil Postman

The Rise of Christianityby Rodney Stark
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� The Rise of Christianityby Rodney Stark
� No Place For Truth by David Wells



Thank you!Thank you!

If you’d like a copy of these slides:

warren.smith@thecharlotteworld.com


