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Postmoder nism and Style

Let us begin with prayer.

Heavenly Father, we want to thank You for this dag. praise You that You are the Lord of every day
and we ask now that the words that | speak anavtirels, the meditations, of all of our hearts may be
acceptable to You. And Lord, we ask this not bexawsknow that anything we offer You is not
acceptable in itself, but because You delight &r lus and to receive from us, because You look at u
through Your Son Jesus Christ and His mercy angiveness. So Father, we pray that our words and
our thoughts may be pleasing to You. Father, hslppuhink Your thoughts after You. We ask for gesu
sake. Amen.

During this lesson we are going to start goingulgioa section on postmodernism. Then we are going
to look at some biblical material on evangelism.aMhhope to do is create such a tension in youeas
look at postmodernism that you will be very excitedind some answers to the problems that we are
being confronted with from our culture. That is wihyant to start this course this way. Rather than
starting directly with the biblical material, | wams to begin by reflecting on some of the chalenge
face from the culture in which we live here in NDAmerica at the present time. It is not only here,
because it is a culture that is increasingly beognai worldwide culture.

Let me begin with a little story before we gethistoutline on the board. Four or five years adoeamd

of mine was working for InterVarsity at Washingtdniversity here in St. Louis. He came to me in my
office one day and said, “Jerram, explain somettonge. | am just so bewildered by what | am facing
| was on the campus at the university down hetgercity this morning, and | was talking to a graip
students there.” Washington University regularlynes in as one of the top 15 or so universitiehén t
country in terms of its academic standards andliexx®. So these students, having had excellent
educations, were very bright, very thoughtful, &edy articulate. My friend said, ""This is how | winl
describe them to you after | had sat with themafohour or two in the coffee shop just chattindwit
them.” He said they were without idealism. Theyeverluctant to commit themselves. They were
irreverent to anything sacred and disrespectfalllcduthority. They were apathetic, skeptical, and
bored. Then he said, “After | was there | was dawthe church office,”—which is in one of the pasire
areas of the city—"and | was chatting with a grafiyoung men who were outside the office and who
were part of a gang there, had dropped out of $aarty, and were involved in taking and sellinggh
and all sorts of petty crime. As | talked to thenedlized that | could describe them in exactlydhme
way. They were lacking in idealism, reluctant tontoit themselves to anything or anybody. They were
irreverent about anything sacred and disrespectfall authority. They were apathetic, skepticaldl a
bored.” These two groups of young people were dizally different from each other on the outsidd an
in terms of their exposure to, let us say, thegswphical life of the great university today, ared they
were exactly the same in their approach to life wedr understanding of the human condition. So he
said, “Help me understand this. Help me understamat is going on here. Why are young people like
this?”

Of course it is not true only here in the Unitedt&s. This has been true in Western Europe already
30 or 40 years or more. This was true of my expegan high school and in college back in the 1960s
That was my experience in Western Europe then tigxabere this culture is today. | have had the
privilege of going to South Korea several timesrahe past 15 years. Each time | go, | see thahgou
people are more and more like this there as weltitpexactly the same kinds of challenges with the
same kind of view of life. The church has been gnogwery rapidly in Korea for 100 years. The first
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Presbyterian missionaries went to Korea in the $880d for 100 years the church grew at an
astonishingly rapid pace. Today the church is abayiarter, almost, of the population. Yet suddenly
within the last few years, Korean churches haveadaihat it is becoming suddenly very difficult to
reach out to young people. They are not responmcause they can be described in the same way as |
described those two groups of young people he&t.ihouis.

| have a friend, to use another illustration, wharks in Slovakia in part of what was formerly
Czechoslovakia before the fall of communism aroL®89 or 1990. He is an Englishman, and he has
been working into central and Eastern Europe ferdst 30 or 40 years, long before the fall of
communism. As a consequence, he spent some tipreson during those years before the end of
communism as he was taking Christian books anceBiloito central and Eastern Europe and teaching
God’s Word. He was constantly being searched aygpst by the police and sometimes arrested and
having all sorts of difficult experiences. As sascommunism fell in Czechoslovakia, after the ¥elv
Revolution, he moved immediately from Vienna tov@kia. It was the first time he had been able to
live there, and he has been carrying on his mintkere ever since. He has a wonderful ministryehe
involved in publishing Christian books all over @ahand Eastern Europe and a teaching ministry as
well. He said this to me last year when he camasit, and he has been writing some papers ab@uit th
problem as well. He said, “When I first moved to&lkia in 1990,"—he lives in Bratislava, the
capital—“young people in high school were not gtrabst of them, like people in Western Europe and
in North America. They were not postmodern, but ribey are. In less than 10 years they have changed
completely as they have become exposed to therewdfuNestern Europe and North America. They
have become completely shaped by it more and m8iele would describe young people in Slovakia
and across the rest of Central and Eastern Europeecisely the same way as my friend from here in
St. Louis described them and as any pastor whosweith young people in Korea would describe them
in this same kind of way—Ilacking idealism, disrestpd of authority, irreverent to what is considére
sacred, apathetic, skeptical, and bored. We caildd@any other words also, but you get the picture.
That is the way young people are all the way acEastern and Central Europe right now as well as
everywhere in the Western world and increasindlpwar the rest of the world as well, wherever our
culture starts impacting the lives of people.

Western culture, in general, and the culture ofUhéed States in particular are, among other thitige
most powerful force of secularization that the widras ever seen. Our culture is an extraordinarily
powerful secularizing force. One of the fascinatiniggs about the time in which we live, and one of
the particularly challenging things, is that th&elkectual culture of the universities and the dapu
culture of music, films, and television shows arecgsely the same. In fact, in many ways we ai@ in
time where popular culture is the sort of leadidgesof where our culture is going, rather than the
university cultures. But basically they are in latkp, marching along side by side. You do not have
have read philosophy. You do not have to have ¢gmm@euniversity to be postmodern. This is the ar w
breathe in the culture in which we live. You cantust on your television, you cannot walk down the
street, you cannot open a newspaper, you canmobtuthe radio, and you cannot talk to another huma
being, including Christians, without being affectsdpostmodernism.

So | want us to start looking at postmodernism. Wbed is used in all sorts of ways. We should reotic
first just the word itsel—postmodernism. “Postingly means “after'—after modernism. And | will
explain a little bit more what that means a litdeer, but that is the basic meaning of the terra.aké
living in a time after the triumph of modernism.akls what the name is saying.
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Now | want to look at postmodernism just brieflyden three headings before | look at some of the
particular challenges a postmodern setting crdatass as we seek to reach out with the Gospelt iEha
the purpose of this study.

If we think about postmodernism technically rattiean as a sort of popular level of what a postmoder
spirit is, the term “postmodern” is used to refettiree things. It is used to talk about stylés itsed to
talk about the nature of language and literaryotsiin, and it is used to talk about philosophy,eesgly
the philosophy of knowledge, epistemology—how wewrihings. | will explain these as we go along.

We are going to begin by thinking about postmodemand style. What do | mean when | talk about
style? | will make several points here. First, pustlernism is completely indifferent to questions of
context, consistency, or continuity. It self-com&sly splices genre, attitudes, and styles. Nov¥agrbe
you think that | am just talking about somethingngbetely vague, which | am sure many of you do at
this moment, let me explain what | mean by giviog yome illustrations.

| am sure one or two of you have been to Pariadlthe privilege of being there last summer. If you
have not been to Pairs, some of you will have gd&eriographs of the buildings | am going to describe
to you. While we were there, | was taking/leadinig trip, the “How Should We Then Live” trip, aceos
Europe, in Italy, Switzerland, and France, and wislied in Paris. We were staying in a hotel rigbsar
the most famous museum in France. It is called-therre, and it is a spectacularly beautiful buitglor
series of buildings. It is these lovely buildingslbin this beautiful, mellow, kind of light browar
yellowish stone. It is gloriously made. | mean, laogy would recognize them as a beautiful example of
architecture. They are huge buildings, and it hresaf the greatest collections of artifacts fromusid

the world and throughout history that you can famywhere in the world. You could spend days (you
really need a little motorcycle going around thenu@ because it is so big) to see it. If you ga fdace
like that, you just have to choose to see one Ig#rt of it. Otherwise your mind starts being
destroyed—you have all had this experience goinguseums. If you try to see too much, you start
getting weary. You start getting a terrible headalscause you have become weighed down by the
power of all these marvelous human artifacts. Tleeeso many beautiful, creative things togethat th
your mind stops being able to take it in. So youeh@ make some choices and say, “I am going to go
look at the Etruscan room, or | am going to lookhat Roman remains”—or whatever it happens to
be—or “I am going to go look at Impressionist paigs.” You make your choices about what you are
going to see rather than trying to see everyttotiggrwise you really just get destroyed mentally.

The main part of the museum is set around a losglyare with these flagstones in between the
buildings. It is beautifully designed. Now, whapigstmodern about that? Nothing. But what is
postmodern is the next thing.

A few years ago it was decided to build a new ewgavay into the museum, and it is set right in the
middle of this lovely square. It is completely adifplace. It looks ridiculous in the context. Nowat is
postmodernism. What they have done is built anranas glass and steel pyramid modeled after the
great pyramid in Egypt. They built this enormouasgl and steel pyramid, and they have stuck it down
in the middle of these beautiful buildings in teguare. It is the entryway and it just looks abslird
totally out of place. That is postmodern architestua total disregard for the original meaning of
something, for the context in which it came. Thisiél tomb was for a Pharaoh in Egypt out in the
desert. It is a total disregard for its contexts l& total disregard for the materials. The pydswre
made of stone, beautifully carved. This is madeodgflass and steel. It is set in a situation wliere
totally does not fit, and it is also kind of ironM/hen you go inside, if there is any sun at ik just

like being in a cauldron. It is so unbelievably betause it is glass and there are thousands pfepien
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there. Everybody has to go through there to gettim® museum. So, as soon as you walk in, if it is
sunny at all, it is absolutely stifling—a total digard for human comfort as well. It was obviously
monument to some architect’s delight in his ownatalgies. It might be interesting in another codtte
but right there, it is totally out of place. Thatgostmodernism.

Let me use another example, and more of you wifebaliar with this. How many of you have been to
Las Vegas in the United States? A few of you wdiirét that you have been there, but all of you have
seen many films of that city. | often go to Las ¥egnot to gamble there but because when we lived i
England and now here in St. Louis, it is oftenldast expensive place to fly when we are goingsi v
my wife’s parents out in California. So we oftey there and then rent a car and drive because every
flight there is subsidized. We do not gratify angipdy gambling away a few days in the hotels there.
We just immediately rent a car and drive off. Busiabsolutely fascinating to drive through thaga.
Las Vegas is a kind of shrine to postmodernisrha#t every possible kind of style all mixed up tbget
and all completely out of context. Let me use aapdxample of a pyramid there. One of the newer
hotels (it has been built in the last five yearsa@yis an enormous black glass pyramid. It isgethotel
and casino built to scale to the great pyramidleé@ps in Egypt again. So there is this black, skjini
glass object set in the desert there. It is enosmioufront of it is an enormous, black ceramiglarss (it
is difficult to tell what it is actually made ofpbinx, also built as a model size. It is huges lthe
entryway into the hotel and gambling casino. Therront of that, there are a couple of those
Cleopatra’s needles except these are made of glas®, or ceramic as well. This is an example of
postmodernism. You have taken something that haatyaparticular meaning in Egypt in the history of
the people. You think, “That is an interesting desi So you set it in Las Vegas as a place for feetp
stay and as a place for people to gamble theured away, with a total disregard for whateveright
have meant to anybody else, whether its origirgadiBcance matters to anyone or not. You just t&e i
a completely different setting. That is postmod&miAnd you cannot imagine anybody doing such a
thing before the last 20 years or so. This is posmism.

Here is another example. If | were to say to ydipw many of you have seen on television or on
billboards somewhere a poster advertising sometinsiigy the Mona Lisa painting by Leonardo da
Vinci,” every single one of you in this room wouddy yes because there are hundreds of commercials
using the Mona Lisa to sell all sorts of differémings. Now just think about that. Leonardo da Vinc
regarded that painting as his greatest paintingasgtbeen considered by many people to be the fines
painting ever done by any human being. It is widegsidered to be that. However, you can see the
Mona Lisa being used to sell deodorant, cigareti@s, or just anything. Her face will often be maol
move. That is postmodernism. That is a total desmdor whether anyone thinks that this object is
significant, or matters, or had a particular megrimthe person who painted it or to those who have
admired it through the generations. | could go mmg examples like this, but | hope by now you get
the point that this is not just a vague statemertiere. Postmodernism is completely indifferent to
guestions of context, consistency, or continuity.

There is an ignoring of the historical and cultwighificance of a work of art, of an architectural
masterpiece, or of a wonder of the ancient worlthtTis the point that | am making here. Now of seur
there is an element of this which is just fun sonl not simply criticizing this. | am not simply tcizing
this because we have all seen those commercialseardamused by them. That gets us to my next
point.

The second way to express this would be to sayptbsttnodernism is like shopping through the
archives of history and through the history of eliémt cultures. It is as if the postmodern persam i
postmodern architect or maker of commercials ozlgszwho is just shopping through history—
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shopping through different cultures and taking gisifrom here and there. Now we live in a postmodern
culture. In a postmodern society we just collectdh regardless of whether they might matter
particularly to anyone or not. America, in partemllexhibits this aspect of postmodernism. This is
partly, of course, because here in the United Staied this is one of the fascinating things alipute

live in a society that is so multicultural. We haeople from so many different ethnic backgrounds,
countries, languages, and cultures. America has theeway for a long time. When | went out to
California for the first time (I came to the Statled967 to get married because my wife is fromtiadn
California), it was absolutely fascinating to meame from a rural part of England where everybody
knew as a child growing up in the countryside haeld there for generations. Many of the people had
never been further than 30 or 40 miles away. Mdriiiem had never even been to London, which was
just 60 miles away. It was a culture that, at thrae, was extraordinarily stable and settled andoro
cultural. When | first went out to California in @B, it was so remarkably different because themrewe
people from such a vast diversity of cultural backds right there in the central valley. Thereaver
lots of people, of course, who were Hispanic, esplgdrom Mexico. Part of my wife’s family is of
Mexican origin and had just recently immigratedhe United States. There is a large Chinese
population in that area, and again part of my wif@mily is Chinese. There is a huge Armenian
population, a very big settlement of Armenians whme there after the genocide in Turkey in the
1920s and settled in California. And the town righkt to where my parents-in-law live is a Swedish
town, which was settled at the end of the 1800d,sanon and so on. One can just multiply the caltur
and ethnic groups right there. Many people in hetify come from a Mennonite background. They are
Germans who moved to Russia to escape persecuttbe iL.700s and early 1800s and lived there for a
couple of years, carried on speaking German, agnl ithmigrated in mass to Colorado first and then to
California around 1900. My wife grew up in a littkeral town in California. This little farming
community has the largest church of Mennonites@wtorld. America is fascinating in that way in
terms of this extraordinary mixture of styles, plespand cultures. It has been this way for a \@mny
time.

Alexis de Tocqueville is one of the most thoughtfammentators ever on the United States. His work
on democracy in America is just being republishelink, this month or next month in a new

translation, which | commend to you very highly. Was a Frenchman who came here about 160 to 170
years ago, and he wrote about American societytiqadllife, and culture with extraordinary percigput.
Much of what he said is still right, even today,sog after he wrote it. He described America’sund

this way more than 150 years ago. He said, “Itnsaaketplace jamboree with amazing diversity stigvi

for recognition.”

Now, in a postmodern time this statement is evererso because of this issue of disregard. It is not
simply this extraordinary mixture of cultures, whiis, of course, a beautiful thing. It is a really
wonderful thing, and it is very important that Giians recognize the beauty of multiculturalisneat
than simply being negative to it. You know, | antiglged to have a multicultural family. My eldest
son’s wife is from the south of France and herdathas from North Africa, from Algeria. He is nat a
Arab but an African. My middle son’s wife is Phily@. Her parents moved here from the Philippines
around 1970. And my youngest son’s wife is Englidbw | delight in that multiculturalism in our
family. God delights in diversity. The book of Réat®n ends with a statement that all the natidns o
the world and all their rulers are going to brihg glory of their cultures to Christ to honor Him.
Christians should delight in that sense of apptesidor all kinds of different cultures and culdlr
artifacts rather than feeling threatened by ithimking something is wrong with it or viewing itnsply
as a matter of political correctness. That is nosseChristians ought to be the first people tagdein
diversity.
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As well as that sort of delight in diversity, inggmodernism we also see the recovery of historical
figures and cultural artifacts that were ignoredeuese they were not part of the dominant cultucay N
that is another positive aspect of postmodernisnad &gain, Christians should not be threatened &ty th
For example, you know it is only very recently tamerica in general has begun to acknowledge that
there were many African American soldiers who fdugtthe Civil War. One of my favorite movies is
“Glory.” | thought it was a wonderful movie. That one of the reasons why it is wonderful, because i
recovering a neglected part of history, completedglected by the dominant culture for a long tiase,

if it had never taken place. The movie shows manghcts of heroism and self-sacrifice that came
from that black regiment in the Civil War. Now agaChristians must not resist this. It is trues ltrue
that the dominant culture, the white, male-domidatglture, has ignored the contributions of other
ethnic and cultural groups. That is a reality. €iins ought to be the first to recognize thatwed as
delighting in diversity, we ought to delight in ogmizing things that should be honored wherevey the
come from rather than feeling that they are a threany kind of way. Now again, it is simply a rreat

of being humble and faithful to what God’s Word @asay, to give honor wherever honor is due rather
than try to suppress the history of what othersldone.

So that is the second element of postmodernisns. ilguite a good one in all sorts of ways—a deligh
in different cultures and a readiness to look nuanefully at history, to see not only what the doamt
culture produced but also what others producedt Bitvags us to my third point.

In postmodernism, of course, there is more thas here is not simply a delight in other cultuaesl

in ignored people and cultural artifacts of histagd there is not simply a playful use or misusthe
historical significance of a cultural artifact. Rat, at the heart of postmodernism, there is aatlefi

any standards by which cultural artifacts may lolggd. There are no standards—there is no candn, tha
is, no rule, no measure. There is no canon whidlitell us what a great work of art is, what a bdat
cultural artifact is, or what a wonderful piecenofisic is. That is at the heart of postmodernismwels

So there is this positive element of a delightiwretsity and a recognition of things ignored, andttis
good. The Christian should say amen. We should kaikit first. We should have said it first beaaus
God requires His people to stand up for those whogmored and oppressed. That is God’s own
character, and it ought to be ours as well.

There is not simply that, but there is more thaat.tfihere is the denial of standards. So in
postmodernism, no style, no subject, is superi@antpother style. Let me give some examples. lthse
example of Marcel Duchan. He was a Frenchman wth@alinting and sculpture going back to the first
part of the 2t century. He was producing works of art, if we wamtise that term, back from shortly
after 1910. Some of them were very famous, andwitdisee a couple of them over and over again
reproduced in books on the history of art. | anmgdb give you some examples of his work.

One of his works was a bicycle wheel. Marcel Ductalied these his “ready-mades.” He took a wheel
off of a bicycle, put it on a stand, and exhibiieds a work of art in a gallery. He had not made i
himself, of course. He just cut if off a bicyclejtthe insisted that it was just as much a workroéa
anything else. An even more famous example is tle aanen’s urinal and exhibited it in a museum as
a work of art. He demanded that it be taken selypasd people took it seriously. | dare say sonagbo
paid an enormous amount of money for it and hashts or her home today, proudly on display, oot f
use, of course, but to be admired as a work ofNantv, that is postmodernism. It is a very serious
statement. It is not just saying, “Let us recover glory of other cultures that have been ignonettheir
contribution.” It is saying, “There are no standaby which | can tell what art is.” | remember gpio

an exhibition in London at the Haywood Gallery afnmfemporary Sculpture. | wandered around
observing some quite lovely and beautifully madetemporary pieces of sculpture and some that |
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would not use those words to describe. The onestnatk me more than anything else and that |
remember to this day was this little block of wamith a glass case over it and inside was a piece
labeled “The Artist’'s Breath.” It was a collapseallbon. That is what it was. There it was, on dagpl
and again | dare say somebody paid a great deaboéy for it. So, there are no standards by whieh w
can judge what is great, beautiful, or artisticything is art.

Recently | was in Kansas City lecturing and preaghA friend there invited me to speak at the Qeltu
House. They have just started this new ministrhencity reaching out to people down there, ang the
wanted me to speak at the first kick-off eveninlge{f were driving me around downtown Kansas City,
and it is very beautiful. It is “the city of founits.” It is just lovely. We drove past the art eglé, and

my friends who run a ballet company there and alsack group (an interesting mixture of things that
they do) were saying that that particular art stimedonger teaches its students how to paint or two
sculpt. There are no standards by which you can.&&u do not learn techniques of drawing, pamtin
or sculpting. You just do your thing, whateversit without any training. You will find this in marart
schools. Thankfully, you will not find them all anod the country. But there are many out theredbat
not teach anybody anything because the profeseally believe there are no standards.

When my youngest son was a student at Washingtareksity here in St. Louis doing art history, he
worked part time for the art history library andgesl take care of the slides. One of his jobs wdeetp
visiting lecturers, who came on Wednesday evenisgfsup their slide shows as they were giving their
lectures. Most of the time that was fun and hesyat, but one evening the woman who came to give
her lecture just showed a series of extremely pmaquhic slides and simply presented them as adt Th
was her lecture. That is what it was about. Shiedekghted in shocking people by her art. Thia is
problem that does not exist only at universitiegxists in the whole culture.

Let me use a couple of illustrations, and mostaaf will probably remember this. Several years back,
about three or four years back now, there wasahdfithe group “2 Live Crew” over some of theingo
lyrics. The trial was about whether their lyricsrer@bscene. Now, if you had any standard whatsoever
by which to judge those lyrics you would say, “Théese obscene,” because in the most graphic
language possible the lyrics in question were eraging men to sexually, brutally assault women. The
lyrics were in the most explicit terms possiblecduld not ever repeat to anybody what they said. It
would not be appropriate. It is horrific. Now, hettrial, the charges of obscenity were thrown out—
that was not what was interesting. That shouldsngbrise anybody who understands anything about our
culture. What was interesting, however, were tharoents of all the jurors afterward. When they were
interviewed they said something like this: “I paerally thought those lyrics were obscene. | thought
they were horribly obscene. | never want to ligtethat music. | do not want my children listeniog

that music, but who am I to say that anybody etk think they are obscene?” Now that is a Idss o
standards. You can say, “Personally | think,” bart gou say, “This is obscene by some objective
standard which should be applied to other peopdenan just to myself”?

Another example of precisely the same thing hapgh@neouple of years later. There was a trial in
Cincinnati of an exhibition of photographs by thefographer Robert Mapplethorpe. Again, it was a
guestion of obscenity, and again | will not desenthat some of the pictures were. Many of his
photographs are certainly beautiful. He is a verg photographer. However, there is no doubt that
some of them are also exceedingly obscene and gi@aloic, and purposefully so. Now again, exactly
the same thing happened. The charges were throtvamdihe was acquitted, but the jurors said exactly
the same things: “I have no doubt that those pesturere obscene. | do not want to see them. liclrta
will not allow my children to see them, but who &to say that other people should not see therhair t
anybody else should think they are obscene.” Theakactly the same thing. See, this is a very deep
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problem in our culture. It is not just a few peogatea university saying there are no standardshogtw

to judge a great work of art. So we can have a sernal or Michelangelo’s statue of David side by
side and you take your pick. This is where oururelis as a whole. We have no standards by which we
can judge whether something is right, worthwhilegautiful, good, or true.

So, the negative side of postmodernism is a defhistandards. Some of you may very well have
studied English literature at the university. Hoeevn probably more than half of the universiiies

this country today, if you study English literaty@u will never read a play by Shakespeare. Now, if
you have any standards at all, there is no quetitetnShakespeare is the greatest dramatist who has
ever written in any language. You do not have tam&nglishman to say that. His works have been
translated into languages all over this world aredcnstantly performed everywhere. There is not a
day that passes that there are not many produatidBsakespeare’s plays all over. Why? It is beeaus
people love them because he was a great dranTdieste is no question about it. You can go to a
university and study literature or drama, but yaaymot study Shakespeare at all. Why? It is bechese
is just considered a dead white European male hgobether to read him? That is not just saying,
“Well, we delight in multiculturalism.” That is sayg something quite different. It is saying thatr

are no standards at all by which we can say Shakespvas a great dramatist. So we will not bother t
read his plays or watch them.

Thankfully, at this point, popular culture is alétmore sensible. That is why there have beenawym
films of Shakespeare’s plays made over the lagehds. Some of them are just wonderful and have
received all sorts of awards and lots of populafaam. People recognize them as great drama because
they touch something so very deeply in the humamthBostmodernism denies that reality. It derties i
altogether.

Now, another illustration of this problem is what wight call the loss of heroism in our culture.uYo
may not have noticed this but we are living in eisty where there really are not any heroes in the
traditional sense of the word. That is, a hero saasebody who you held out to admire and to emulate.
Your hero is a wonderful example of a human beihg Wwas done something well, who has done some
great accomplishment in a way that | would lovedpy myself and have my children copy. That is
what a hero is. Of course, as a Christian we wealdJesus Christ is the great hero. He is thengue
who has done the most wonderful things and whordesdo be imitated. But our culture has lost
heroes. Instead, it has celebrities. You think alioat, the cult of celebrity in our society. Itresally a

new phenomenon—the loss of heroes and the cutlebdty—and that is postmodernism for you. It is
a loss of standards, whether it is in the arts loethver it is with regard to human accomplishmentaw
matters is not that one does something wonderfuliai one is famous. Why do you think all these
people try to get on television shows to have tfiesr minutes of fame even if it means telling thest
appalling things about what they have done (whatraight call moral freak-shows)? People want their
few seconds of fame to be watched in order to becaminstant celebrity. People become celebrities
for being witnesses at trials of famous peoplés ftdiculous. What have these people accomplishat

is worth anything, that is worth you being inteegsin them, that is worth endless books being @it
about them, or that is worth having their own te&mn shows? This kind of thing is happening ad th
time. If you are interested in pursuing this pante question, there is a wonderful video seriesipced
by British television called “Fame,” which is naed by an Australian named Clive James. It is
extremely funny, but it is also a very acute act¢airhis loss of heroism and its replacement \thidn

cult of celebrity in our culture.

Something of the same is happening in Americarvigten shows like “Survivor” and all the other
things that they are spawning in which we beconer@sted in things that really deserve no inteaest
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all. In fact, they are going to become worse andgseall the time. One of the present shows, as you
know, is setting people up to basically commit &elyl That is exactly what it is trying to do. Thei}l
be famous for sinning, we might say. That is wkapurpose is.

What date would | put on the beginning of postmaden? Well, if you read books you will see all sort
of different dates assigned to it. One of the ncostmon actually refers to an event here in St. $-eui
the destruction of one of the housing complexeswlaa built down in the city, Pruitt-Igo. You wake
this referred to as the beginning of postmodernidiamy books try to set out the history of this. Whe
was a student here in the late 1960s, Pruitt-1ge avaousing complex which was right down in thg cit
that had been built by a modernist architect witomplete disregard for the life of the people who
were going to live in it. They demolished rows olikses, of poor housing in the city, and they put up
these horrible, ugly towers where it was almostasgible to have any kind of human community.
Children had no access to the outside, and cristdlpurished. It really was simply a monumenttie t
architect who had done it. He was completely dsrégd. It was a triumph of rationalism in one sense
It was just a block, a mathematical block. That wWessort of extreme end of modernism where
everything becomes reduced to squares and blockw/i#imout any real regard for anything human at
all. Of course Pruitt-lgo was an absolute disastethe people who lived in it. It was eventuallpln

up in the 1970s while it was still a fairly youngilding. | do not remember the exact date, but wilu
see it in lots of textbooks. It was just the reatign that this purely rational approach, this kiofd
mathematical approach to architecture, was jugtuidus. So the blowing up of that tower—of that
tower block—is seen by many people as the beginoiipgpstmodernism. Now you will find other
dates. One date is the day of the exhibition in Nerk where Marcel Duchan exhibited his bicycle
wheel and men’s urinal. That was somewhere aro948 dr 1914. | do not remember the date exactly.
You will find it again in textbooks. It is calleti¢ Armory Show. That is sometimes thought of as the
beginning of postmodernism. So you will get alltsaf different dates given to you. | do not ththiat

it is possible to assign a particular date becaasgally, modernism is still with us. Modernism gisn
means two things, and we will talk about this ia tiext lesson. When we use the term “modernism,”
the meaning in this context is “a supreme configgnchuman reason and all its products, espediadly
products of science and technology.” So, moderriisne is an equivalent, really, to humanism, to
secular humanism. Modernism says that | have cdamptanfidence in human reason. We do not need
any words from God, from anybody outside. It ig gisply the human mind looking at the human
condition, understanding our lives and finding tegons to our problems through science and through
particularly, technology. The second aspect of mudm is an optimism about the human condition—a
feeling that people are basically good and thataremake a better society. Now, those are the two
fundamental aspects of modernism, and | will tatk@nabout them next time. Postmodernism is a
reaction to that. It is a rejection of that confide and rationality and that optimism about the &oum
person and human society.

It is very obvious as we think about that defimtibhat modernism is still with us. It is still eyarhere
around us. We still live in a very rationalisticcgety. We live in a society that is absolutely degent
upon science and technology and a rational appriettie universe. Just think of computers. There is
nothing more rational than a computer, emailingl @ebsites. This is the triumph of rationalismsla
product of modernism, we might say. It is clearyywmuch with us still. Some people would say there
is no postmodernism, that we are still living imadernist setting. Let us think about that and take
example here. Think of the Heavens Gate cult. dreyan example of postmodernism. The Heavens
Gate cult made their money by working on computgy€yeing computer programmers. That is
thoroughly modernist. Nothing could be more ratipbat their religion was totally irrational. Their
leader taught them that there was a big spaceghip the sky and when they took drugs and killed
themselves they would be transported up to joilt was completely irrational. It had no foundation
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reason at all. That is the challenge of the time&inch we live. People at one level are extraondiya
modernist in the sense that they are rational alhings. At the same time, they may be completely
irrational in things that are enormously importemtheir lives. So modernism is still with us, tighuwe
are certainly living in a postmodern time.

In terms of where it began, if you read postmoderiters themselves, many of them look back to
Nietzsche as the father of postmodernism. Nietzdadekin the 1880s—somewhere around the latter
part of the 19th century. | do not know the exatedf his death, but his writings were from th&ds
and 1880s. You will constantly find Nietzsche’s reacoming up when people talk about
postmodernism because Nietzsche attacked the aiionand optimism of secular humanism. Many
people would see him as the beginning of postmasiacrLooking at it from the point of view of the
history of the arts, you are already finding wisapostmodernism today by 1905, 1910, or 1915. eopl
like Picasso, for example, were involved in alltsaf postmodern activities, happenings, and plays
where bizarre things took place and where the agdigvas offended completely by what was
happening and threw rotten fruit at them. They weag ahead of their time. It would be like seeing
something that you could see today. So, | do rinkti is appropriate to say that postmodernismtsta
in the 1970s with the fall of Pruitt-lgo, althougbnderstand why that is used as a symbol, especial
where architecture is concerned. Nor did it statth & particular art show, like the Armory show in
Marcel Duchan’s pictures. I think it was alreadppaning before the end of the 1800s as people
realized the folly of the secular humanist perspecbout confidence in rationality and in the hama
person. You begin to get an element of Nihilisng #rat, of course, goes back to Nietzsche. Buether
are others as well. You find this in other writargl artists of the period who are already beginiong
express some of these things.

Let us look at an example of music, of the Amerigaz musician, Coltrane. | think that you can l@abk
a musician like him or you can look at some conteragy jazz or contemporary classical music or at
various kinds of extreme rock and alternative masid you can say these have postmodern elements in
them. But you rarely find somebody who is totalgspnodern when it comes to music because people
just stop listening to it. So as long as thereaisriony still and not just total dissonance, as lasighere

is rationality (that is, there is some order to itingsic), the music is going to be interesting aadpbe

are going to delight in it. If it becomes totaltpaal, without harmony, and dissonant and if thenmo
melody of any kind and no pattern or structureahthren it is completely postmodern. There arena fe
examples of this. The one | would use is John Cldgedied a couple of years ago in his 1980s. | had
the privilege, if | can call it that, of going tocancert of his when | was a student here in 196930.

He came to Washington University and put on a candehn Cage’s music is completely chance
music. If any of you have seen Schaeffer’s filmpWtHShould We Then Live,” John Cage appears in
that and he has a piece for piano that lasts fomhwutes, but it is a piece for closed piano. Cameaes
in, actually he does not come in but he goes ocde it is outdoors in the open. It is not in acewt

hall. I mean the setting is chosen carefully ad. w4 comes out and he sits down at the piano and h
sets his alarm clock to two minutes. He closepthro and sits there for two minutes and then the
alarm goes off, and he gets up, everybody applarshe goes off. Well, there is no music at alafT

is John Cage. Another example of his work is arrape wrote to James Joyce’s bodkysses The

text of his opera is something like the eighth wofthe middle line of every page from the bookc&tu
together. It is nonsense. It is intended to bis. dompletely irrational. It does not communicate
anything. It is not supposed to, but that is eyaCthge’s point. There is nothing to be communicat@d
my opera will not communicate anything. Now thatadically postmodern music. People will not listen
to music like that unless it is a kind of freak shd mean, it is not something you could enjoyslhot
something you want to listen to again and agairu Might go once to hear what it is like, but thesmu
of Coltrane is not like that though there are eleta¢here. What you see in a lot of contemporary
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music, both classical and jazz and in various foom®ck music and punk, is a mixture of thingsttha
are harmonic and dissonant. So you get both ttimgye side by side.
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