Relativism
Introduction
Perhaps the greatest cultural challenge the North American church faces today is the pervasive philosophy of relativism.  This spiritual stronghold which sets itself up against the knowledge of God has a firm grip on the culture and its influence can be felt even in the church.  But what may be the church’s greatest cultural battleground can conceivably be the setting for some of its greatest victories.
According to the Encarta Dictionary, relativism is “the belief that concepts such as right and wrong, goodness and badness, or truth and falsehood are not absolute but change from culture to culture and situation to situation.”  This is exactly the lie that the spirit of the age has foisted upon the populace of western culture.  It has served to create a vacuum in our individual and collective souls paving the way for just about any philosophical or religious perversion to roll right in.  Truth is no longer considered transcendent or objective but beholden to the individual or special interest group.  Thus, any accountability to a Supreme Giver of Truth is conveniently precluded.
As I understand it, the three main tenants of relativism are: 

· There is no such thing as absolute truth

· All points of view are equally valid

· Truth is relative to the individual, culture or situation.

Relativism is the grand philosophical Emperor’s New Clothes of our day.  Only the “naïve” and the “simple” are willing to risk pointing out the obvious lack of modesty, protection and beauty that relativism effects.  So those who are so bold and politically incorrect to point out not only the lack but the danger of the culture’s imaginary clothes are written off because they are, well…naïve and simple.  
To be fair, there are serious and forthright scholars who are attempting to describe how different cultures have understood the concepts of truth, beauty and morality and how those concepts are relative to factors and standpoints in different ages and cultures.  Most scholars identify three kinds of relativism: Epistemological (how do we know what we know), aesthetic (what do we consider beautiful or of good taste) and moral.1 Sociological and anthropological studies in these areas can be helpful and interesting.  Clearly, some things are relative to cultural norms and individual tastes.  My father once chided me for not liking beef liver and my wife once made fun of me for ordering pineapple frozen yogurt (such intolerance!).  The fact that I like pickled herring is a testament to my Scandinavian heritage.  But while there is lots of room for aesthetic relativism, I will argue that there is a lot less for epistemological relativism, and very little for moral relativism.
Relativists usually share and promote a philosophical position that denies that any standpoint is uniquely privileged or superior to all others.  This position serves to enhance a healthy appreciation of our unique personal and cultural differences but when applied to scientific, moral and religious understanding it negates the idea of transcendent truth (transcendent meaning “from beyond us’).  Relativism must operate on the assumption that there is no transcendent God who set the cosmos in order, who created physical laws and who instils a conscience in the human breast.  The spirit of the age says that no viewpoint is uniquely privileged or superior.  If this actually is the case, relativism is the best foundation for peace and harmony in society and to make a claim to superior truth is bigoted and harmful. But if there is a personal transcendent God who has revealed himself and/or his truth to humankind, then relativism will have turned out to be the lie that hindered untold millions from seeking and knowing the freedom that comes from knowing the truth.
Jesus and Pontius Pilate
Jesus spoke of transcendent truth.  His interaction with Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor who reluctantly sentenced him to death, is an especially intriguing philosophical discussion.  It begins by Pilate asking Jesus if he is the King of the Jews and Jesus responding that his kingdom is not of this world (see John 18:33-36).  “For this I came into the world, to testify to the truth,” Jesus says to Pilate.  Jesus is saying that truth is from another place.  Where he comes from is the birthplace of truth.  That’s why he said, “Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.”  Jesus claims that his words are the objective barometer for all “seekers of truth.”  He also claims that he is the way and the truth and the life (John 14:6).  That is why he said that those on the side of truth listen to him.  
What was Pilate’s response to Jesus’ claim to testify to the truth and that everyone on the side of truth recognizes his words and listens to him?  Pilate’s response was to say, “What is truth?” then leave the presence of the Author of Truth.  
Pilate’s question was more the pessimistic rhetoric of a moral relativist than the honest inquiry of a genuine seeker.  Otherwise, he would have stuck around for the answer.  He is asking (or rather doubting), if there is such a thing as the truth.  But you have to remember that Pilate is a politician, and to believe that there is no such thing as the truth is very convenient when you have different factions to please.  I eminently admire public servants who are able to stick to their convictions.  I believe that part of the reason people prefer to see truth as relative is because it is convenient to do so.  The truth can cut you like a knife and call you to account.  And because it also calls others to account, knowing the truth subjects one to a level of accountability to tell that truth to others.  So, there is a certain comfort level in holding that truth is relative.  
Paul in Athens

When Paul was in Athens he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols (Acts 17:16).  It is not politically correct to be upset about someone else’s form of worship.  The expectation in the western world is that we not only respect the rights of others to worship the way they choose but that we accept those forms as valuable and valid.  But such a proposition does not ultimately help if it turns out that those forms of worship are misguided and/or idolatrous.  Paul’s distress was rooted in his experience of having encountered truth of the risen Lord on the road to Damascus.
Paul had probably never seen anything like what he saw in Athens.  Something inside of him was terribly bothered by it all.  The NIV says he was greatly distressed.  A quite literal rendering would be “the spirit of him, in him, was provoked.”  It wasn’t just that his sensibilities were offended by the proliferation of idol worship.  He was stirred in his spirit.  Why was Paul so distressed?  Because he knew that Athens was being kept from the true God by its false worship.  Relativism presumes that there is no such thing as false worship–that all forms of worship have value and validity.  If truth is not transcendent or objective it is then determined by the situation, the individual or the culture.  To question whether someone’s form of worship is valid is not only to be naïve, but worse yet, bigoted and intolerant. 
Paul said to the Athenians, “Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you” (Acts 17:23).  You can’t get any more politically incorrect than that.  But what if Paul’s distress was born out of a spiritual sensitivity to something harmful?  Is he not performing a selfless and caring act by speaking to them of what he knows that they don’t?  What if idolatry and false worship energize demonic activity (see 1 Corinthians 10:20) to which the worshippers are subject and oblivious?  What should Paul have done when he became provoked by idols, false deities and demonic worship?  Should he have kept his peace for the sake of peace?

Tolerance

The three tenants of relativism have “tolerance” as their main cultural prop.  Tolerance has become the most esteemed virtue in our post-modern culture and its pre-eminence can hardly be challenged.  Yes, tolerance is a virtue and should always be exercised when it comes to respecting the culture and upholding the right of religious expression for all people.  Racial, cultural, and religious prejudices are always ugly and only result in oppression.  But honouring my neighbour as a person made in the image of God and validating his or her right to practice, for instance, Mormonism or Islam is not the same as accepting the idea that Joseph Smith or Mohammed were necessarily prophets of God.  And while relativism may allow me to not believe that Joseph Smith and Mohammed were prophets, do I cross the line of political incorrectness if I state that I believe both were deceived?  The reason that the Dalai Lama and Dharmic religions like Buddhism are becoming popular among our cultural elites is the inherent relativism and tolerance of their belief systems.
Certainly there are things for which we don’t have tolerance.  Bestiality and necrophilia have not yet found an acceptable place in our society, though it has been argued (on the basis of relativism) that judgments against such practices are not tenable because “who has the right say what is right and what is wrong if a personal preference and practice is not hurting anyone?”  If you take relativism to its natural end, you have to ask the question “where do we even get the idea that hurting someone is wrong?”  G.K. Chesterton said that “blind tolerance is the virtue of people who don’t believe in anything anymore.” 2
Last month, my wife and I were walking through the mall and a young man was walking close behind with two female friends.  In the course of about 20 seconds he used the “F” word at least a half-a-dozen times.  I turned to him and asked him if he would refrain from using that kind of language in public.  He and his friends apologized and moved on.  Was I intolerant to do such a thing?  No, of course not.  The teen received the correction and most people would support what I did and commend me for it.  But here’s the rub: The relativist would argue the reason it wasn’t intolerant was because the rebuke was received and the action would be supported by the majority of the people in my cultural context.  It is those things, and not some quantifiable, transcendent standard of morality that gave credence to my moral stand.  But I would argue that while there are many disputable matters (Romans 14:1ff) that cannot be said to be definitively wrong or right, there are others matters of conduct that are, and will always be wrong or right, not because the majority says so, but because the witness of God says so.  Some things will always be right and some things will always be wrong because God says so and because he has given us a conscience that agrees.
Natural Law
Historically, very few of the great Canadian and American statesmen and lawmakers have been relativists.  Most have held to the idea of Natural Law.  Natural Law, according to Webster, is “rules of conduct supposedly inherent in the relations between human beings and discoverable by reason; law based on man’s innate moral sense.”  Proponents of natural law saw that humankind was endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights and responsibilities.  Lawmakers today, however, are part of a real shift away from natural law toward a relativism where rules of conduct are not based on the innate moral sense of right and wrong but on what individuals and societies value.  It is a seismic shift from God-authored to man-authored morality.  The moral compass is no longer conscience but plurality.
Anthropocentrism

We are becoming increasingly anthropocentric on our society.  Anthropocentrism “considers humankind as the central focus, or final goal, of the universe” (Webster).  To paraphrase JFK, the question is not, “What can I do for God?” but, “What can God do for me?”  The question is not, “What does God think about this?” but, “What do I think about this?” Even when we consider what God would say or do, most people project their own personal preferences on the mind and will of God.  We say, “God wouldn’t do this,” or, “God wouldn’t say that,” because we prefer that God not do this or say that.  Even in the church, many believe that God is more concerned that we are happy than we are holy.
Pluralism

In his classic social commentary, “Against the Night,”3 the great Christian statesman, Charles Colson, points out that the philosophical enemy of society is relativism, not pluralism.  Pluralism, according to Colson, is a good thing.  It is the existence within society of distinct ethnic, cultural and religious groups which not only have the right to express themselves but the opportunity to enrich society by so doing.  If truth is objective and discoverable, then all groups should contribute to the dialogue so that we can consider the best that any group has to offer toward realizing that objective truth.  Relativism, however, prevents us from finding that truth because, according to relativism, that objective truth does not exist.  To be tolerant, we cannot take the view any one’s view of truth is superior to any other’s.  But here is where “the law of negation” applies.  If everyone with differing opinions is right, then no one is. Thus instead of saying "all beliefs (ideas, truths, etc.) are equally valid," one might just as well say "all beliefs are equally worthless."  Because of the need to be politically correct, we have created what Richard John Neuhaus has called, “The Naked Public Square” 4 where society has been stripped of the opportunity for clear, open and honest debate for fear of being bigoted and offending another’s viewpoint.  Thus, unlike the overt censorship in countries like Saudi Arabia and communist China where the certain viewpoints are officially not allowed, relativism has created a kind of covert censorship where certain viewpoints are unofficially, but no less effectively, annulled. 
Both Canadian and American societies have valued pluralism.  Some would say that the Canadian mosaic is much more pluralistic than the American melting pot, but each country has welcomed, and needs to continue to welcome, the contribution of every new and already established member of its society.
Fundamentalism
As far as relativists are concerned, public enemy number one is the religious fundamentalist.  It doesn’t matter if it is radical Islamic fundamentalism or evangelical Christianity or any other religious fundamentalism.  Fundamentalism is constantly in the crosshairs of Hollywood and the mainstream media (and vice versa).  Just last night I watched “Jesus Camp,” a film that has received an Academy Award nomination for best documentary.  It was a mostly uncomplimentary portrayal of evangelicals as they “indoctrinate” their children in fundamentalism and promote their conservative political agenda.  The portrayal, as I perceive it, was meant to make a case against extremism and espouse a more moderate Christianity.  But what if the evangelical and charismatic Christians are somehow right?  To write them off as extreme fundamentalists without a hearing would be extremely intolerant in itself.  I find it personally offensive to be categorized as a fundamentalist in the same breath as Al Queda.  But to the relativist, there really is no difference because the goal is not so much finding the truth as it is not being extreme.
Individualism
If tolerance is the prop of the three tenants of relativism, then individualism is probably the real foundation.  Protagoras coined the phrase, “Man is the measure of all things.”5  The age-old moral question: “Thy will be done or my will be done?” is hardly considered anymore.  We have become blatant in our doctrine that “self-interest is the proper goal of all human actions.”6  The value of the acceptance and tolerance of others’ beliefs and actions is really a cleverly disguised veil for the promotion of the acceptance and tolerance of my own beliefs and actions.  It is the “live and let live” philosophy.  “I’m ok, you’re ok.”  It is the Emperor’s New Clothes again, and we like it that way.  
I can’t tell you how many times I have heard the expression “my truth.”  This is the telltale sign of relativism.  Who is concerned about finding the truth?  People seem to be caught up in justifying their lifestyle with a personal version of the truth that works for them.  “I have my truth and you have your truth.”  To say “I have my own truth” is like someone saying, “I have my own money” as they pull from their billfold some coloured paper fresh from their inkjet printer.   “Your truth” is as legitimate as your bogus money.  You have the authority to believe as you choose but bona fide currency must be authorized by a Higher Authority than yourself.
The Separation of Church and State
The “separation of church and state” is repeatedly used to contradict the validity of any argument in the public square that has a basis in religious beliefs—as if religious conviction disqualifies a person from being able to effectively advocate for the common good.  The assumption is that the framers of the American Constitution, from which this concept ostensibly comes, wanted to separate religious values from the political arena.  This is actually not true.  The words “separation of church and state” do not appear in the Constitution.  The express purpose of the “establishment of religion” clause was to prevent any particular religion from being established as the official religion of the country—as the Church of England had been established as the state church Britain.  How this expression has come to be misused so frequently also in our Canadian context is a mystery.  The fact that it fits conveniently well with the even stronger relativistic bent of our political and social climate probably has something to do with it.
The Powerless Gospel that Enables Relativism
When the prophet Elijah confronted the people of Israel on Mt. Carmel concerning their involvement in Baal worship, he said, "How long will you waver between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him."  But the people said nothing (1 Kings 18:21).  Then Elijah proceeded to show them the real God by calling down fire from heaven.  When all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, "The Lord—he is God! The Lord—he is God” (v39).  They had gone from saying nothing to falling prostrate and declaring that Yahweh was God.
It is a powerless Christianity that enables relativism to have the day.  If we were to present the gospel with a demonstration of the Spirit and of power (Romans 2:4) we could turn the world upside down (Acts 17:6) and relativism would be deflated in no time.  We need to pray and work to see for genuine revival come to our churches and cities.
Conclusion

The Christian has a great advantage in this world.  While philosophers, anthropologists, theologians, agnostics, relativists and a host of other human theorists search for truth and ponder its very existence, those in Christ live with the assurance that they have found the very Source of truth and are anchored in it.  All truth begins with God.  The truth is written in heaven and witnessed to on the earth.  Jesus came as the consummate witness to that truth.  And everyone on the side of truth listens to him.  
The current Roman Catholic Pope, Benedict XVI, was right when he said that “the core challenge facing the church in the West is the ‘dictatorship of relativism’ against which the church must reassert objective truth which finds its focal point in the person of Jesus Christ.”7  Paul said, “The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:4-5).
We have an amazing opportunity to fill the void that relativism is leaving in the souls of men, women, youth and children who were created to hunger for the reality of God.  As Frank Tillapaugh has observed, “The culture is up for grabs.”  Relativism is actually fertile ground for a gospel that comes with both love and power.  Christianity (and Islam) will become more appealing than ever as the culture inevitably becomes disillusioned with the lack of concrete answers that relativism affords.  Jesus said “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32).  He is that truth.  Our call is to witness to that truth unashamedly and without reservation and in so doing directly challenge and displace the spiritual stronghold of relativism which has half the western world in its ugly grasp.
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