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Postmodernism & L anguage

Let us pray together

Heavenly Father, we want to thank You for this daythe glorious sunshine and for the way Your
beauty and majesty are revealed in creation. Fativer pray that as we continue to reflect on the
moment in which we live that You will grant us ustending, especially where we deal with difficult
and challenging ideas. And help us always to thio&, about how these ideas affect us, not just the
people around us who are not believers, so thatag see how our own minds and hearts need to be
conformed to Your likeness and to live in Yourhirétlso, Father, grant us not just understanding bu
compassion. We ask this for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

In our last session we looked at the issue of podeamism and style, and we came to the end of that
section. We are going to move now to our seconsi@@swhich is on language and literary criticism,

and | want to go through this very quickly. Thatlwe challenging for some of you for whom thisuss
IS a new one.

Often in our universities today, English literatulepartments (and also French and other literature
departments) are sometimes the leading edge ohtisé radical kind of thinking, the most extremedkin
of thinking. They often lead the universities, aodi will see why as we go through some of thesadde
Obviously the question about the nature of languagEhow we are able to read a text, a manusaript,
essay, or a book is a very important one becaugliag you are studying at college anywhere is goin
to depend on being able to read and understansi tteadt are before you. It is in this area of litgra
criticism and the nature of language that we sesesof the most extreme ideas of postmodernism
coming out in a very stark way.

Now, to provide a little bit of background for thishat would you say if | asked you the question,
“How do you read a text or how may we read a tefr@bably all of you, except one or two who have
studied literature at university, would reply ims® manner like the following. You might say, “Watl,

is obvious we can read a book and understand ie’h&ve a common humanity so we can understand it
even if we are reading a book from a culture onctiner side of the world or from someone who wrote
2,000 or 3,000 years ago. Even though we recoghere are cultural barriers and differences in
historical moments, we have to take those into @etand think about the context in which something
comes. Yet our common humanity transcends thoselsof cultures on the other side of the world
and of cultures hundreds and thousands of yearsSagas long as we are prepared to do a littlefbit
work to get into the setting and the mind of thé&avror the author, we will be able to understand,
without too much difficulty, what somebody else vgaying. Of course, every time you read the Bible
you assume that it is possible for us to understemat Isaiah had in mind, what the apostle Paulihad
mind, what Moses had in mind, or what Abraham Imachind 4,000 years ago. We assume that, with
just a little work understanding the historicaltiset and trying to put ourselves into the mind roe t
writer or speaker, we are going to be able to wstdad. We might just very loosely and simply claditt

a traditional understanding of the commonality offan language and the possibility of being able to
understand and relate to what other people thinkhédeepest level, as Christians, we can saymbat
believe that even though there are differenceaad,rculture, and history that sometimes pull @stap
we see all human persons fundamentally as made imtage of God. Therefore, there really is a
common humanity that unites us. What unites uarigifeater than what divides us. We are all created
in the image of God. We are all sinners and atiead of redemption. So, without too much difficulty
we can understand what other people think.
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For the past couple of centuries, that Christiaméiation of common humanity and the existence of an
ultimate story, an ultimate truth that binds usti@adjether as human beings, is everywhere in théewes
world. We are all really thinking the same thougditeut the most basic questions that face us, becau
we are living in God’s world. Over the past 208600 years in the western world, and we will look at
this more carefully later in the course, that Gfarsfoundation was rejected by what we might want
call secular humanism (or what is often called nnoigen or the enlightenment project). Instead of
believing that we are created by God in His likenéisat we are sinners who have rebelled agaimst Hi
that we need God’s revelation to speak to us andwext for who we are and how we should live and
find a way out of our problems of sin and the coussces, secular humanism insisted that if God
exists, He does not really matter. Secular humaseichthat He probably does not exist and thatde h
not spoken. But for several hundred years, thedatian that Christianity gave for our common
humanity and the possibility of understanding onetlaer was basically taken for granted. Modernism
just assumed that we can understand each other#-ihaiossible to read books that other peopleevro
from other cultures and grasp them—because modeimssl a tremendous confidence in human
rationality. It put human reason in the place ofiGaevelation and said human reason is the safrce
all truth. That confidence was in human reasonaptanism that human beings were basically good.
Where the issue of language was concerned andriiteriticism—reading a text—there was just the
assumption that we can understand each other. Wengerstand each other’s language because we
have a common humanity, a common heritage thatrevalbstruggling with the same questions. So
there was not really a challenge to the notion tib@ban beings can communicate with each other, but
in postmodernism that has all gone. What we rdallye is an attempt to be more consistent to the
rejection of the existence of a personal God ardéfection of the notion that God has spoken tmus
tell us about our human condition.

The first point is that in postmodernism thereashing transcendent, neither God nor anything etse
anyone else, that understands everything. Thare isfinite person who created the world or who
understands the world and who has revealed hirttse. Postmodernism attempts to be consistent with
that position. Later in the course we will lookNaetzsche in some detail, and that is really therthef
everything that he says. What does it mean toitivauniverse without God, a universe in which God
absent?

That brings us to our second point postmoderneis\e. Because God does not exist, and because God
has not spoken, there is no story, no accounheohtiman condition—no account of who we are, what
our origin is, what we are here for, or where we@wing. There is no story, no narrative (no “meta-
narrative” is the word that postmodernists use)etél means “a transcendent narrative.” That is a
narrative that comes from above and explains enrytfor us. There is no story that makes sense of
the human condition, and there is no story thaé¢giexts or language ultimate meaning. You see, the
assumption, as long as the influence of a Judedstr worldview held sway, was that all of our
stories, all the books we write, all the texts t@uat there, all the poetry, and all the dramateslén one
way or another, either agreeing with it or rejegti) the basic biblical account of the human ctindi
You might say there are three great strains irbthkcal account of the human condition. One is
creation, the second is the Fall, and the thirédgemption. Almost all great literature acrosswinele
face of the earth, whether it has been producedHristians or by unbelievers, has dealt with those
three great themes in one way or another, andlitiges. It deals with the themes of creationwbib

we are at the most fundamental level as those aie bome from the hand of God. Whether people
believe in God or not, they are dealing with thecamt of the glory of our humanity and the wondker o
creation. Second, all great literature and all gheanan texts deal with the reality of our fall. @her
they accept Christianity or not, they deal with gneblem of human shame, our brokenness, our lost-
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ness, and our alienation of the reality of death the sorrow that that brings to our lives. Alsbgeeat
literature from every culture in every age of higtdeals with the possibility or hope of redemptitire
longing for deliverance from the condition in whisfe find ourselves. You can see this in endless
books, drama, poetry, movies, and every other &frftiman artifact, whether it is produced by
Christians or not, because this is fundamentalito we are.

Once Christianity is passionately rejected andhtiige optimism of a secular humanist position
gradually loses its hold, we lose the convicticat tinere is an ultimate story of the glory of whe are
as creatures and the shame of who we are as thhmsare broken, fallen, and failing, and the longing
for deliverance that stands behind, as | saidyratht literature. Once that is completely goneun o
culture, we end up with the problem that theredstory. There are no great themes of creation, the
Fall, or redemption that can stand behind litegtamovies, or anything else that can give us aowatc
of who we are or that can give our language anyningaat all. So there is a complete loss of thessen
that there is any story that explains our situaéind to which other pieces of literature or othdtural
artifacts can be related.

That brings us to our third point. The meaninghef text, or of any use of language, resides comlglet
in the person using the language or reading thie Yélat the postmodernist is saying is this: it is
impossible any longer to really understand somebiamy another culture or from another moment of
history because there is no story that unitesluSlaére are just fragmented individuals and gronips
people. We have no possibility of genuinely underding each other whether we are reading about
Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus, the apostle PaiulsJdbesar, Hammurabi, or about people on the
other side of the world today—in China, Russiap&eror wherever. We are no longer able to truly
communicate with each other or to understand etwdr.0Ne are trapped in our individuality, in our
own personal use of language and the way we indaliyl see the world, and all of us bring our own
personal meaning to any text we read. Now of cotlrsee is an element of truth in this. You bring
yourself to any text you read, but this is sayiomsthing more than that. It is not just simply
emphasizing what we ought to have recognized afigalthat we bring ourselves to a text when we read
it. That is why Jesus says, “As long as you sayserj your sin remains.” The Christian ought to
acknowledge that he or she is always to read atiywigh a humility and an awareness of self anthef
prejudices that he or she brings to reading a Wethave to do this as we read the Bible—to redd wi
humility rather than simply imposing our personagonceptions on the text that we read. Now, |
emphasize this so you will all understand the reatdrthe problem here. As Christians who know we
are living in a universe made by God, the God wa® $poken to us, and because we recognize the
problem of our sin, we are aware that reading tisemot always easy. Now, the Reformation held out
the conviction of the clarity of Scripture and titas possible for anyone (whether they are edaccar
not or a little child) to read God’s Word and urstand the basic things that it teaches. That, ofsg
we must hold to. At the same time, Scripture itssdiches us that reading is not always easy becéuse
our sin, because of our personal pride, and beazuma cultural prejudices. So we must read a text
with humility. The apostle Paul says, “Knowledgdfpup [...] The man who thinks that he knows
something does not yet know as he ought to know.bfyou must be aware as you read the Word of
God that you do not yet know as you ought to knéau ought to read it because you want to sit under
it and have your prejudices wiped away by it sa yloa are really growing and learning. If you go to
God’s Word thinking you already know everythingdtys, you will not learn anything at all. You might
just as well not bother to read it. It is the samid any other text. It is particularly true, ofurge, with
God’s Word, but it is true with any other text. Base God’s Word challenges us in all sorts of anéas
our sin, some things are very difficult for us éad. In a way, there is a key to that for the Gilansand
the key is this: wherever you read God’s Word ama go not like what it says or wherever you read
God’s Word and you want to explain it away and midkeean something different from what it
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obviously says, you need to stop and recognizedittar your own personal sins or your own cultural
prejudices are preventing you from reading what Gaslto say to you. Let me take a practical example
Look at 1 Timothy 6. This is one of the best exaspne could think of because of the kind of celtur
in which we live. In 1 Timothy 6, starting in ver8ePaul in the context is dealing with false teaesh
who think that godliness is a means to financiahgéhey are teaching God’'s Word and getting
followers for themselves because they think theyrmoake money out of it. Well, there are lots of
people in the church like that today too. Just tmryour television and you can see plenty of them.
They think that godliness is a means to financahgin verse 6 Paul says, “But godliness with
contentment is great gain. For we brought nothmg the world, and we can take nothing out of it.”
You cannot take your clothes, your cars, your hpyser bank accounts, your pension funds, or
anything else to heaven. They are not going witl Wwou are taking none of it with you at all. Thet
the reality. “But if we have food and clothing, wél be content with that.” Now, which of you is
content with food and clothing? | cannot believat hiny one of us in this room is content because we
live in a culture that teaches us so strongly weheed a lot more than food and clothing to beerdn
Every single commercial you ever see on televisi@ay on the radio, or see in the newspaper or
magazine, and every store you go into, is devaiedaking you think you cannot possibly be satisfied
with just food and a change or two of clothing. ffisanot what our culture thinks, not what any ef u
think. Then Paul goes on to say, “People who wauggt rich fall into temptation and a trap and into
many foolish and harmful desires that plunge mém inin and destruction.” Now that is a challenging
word for us living in this moment that Paul saysskeuld not desire to get rich. It is not an appedp
desire because we need to recognize that it craltesds of problems for us. “For the love of negn

is the root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eage money, have wandered from the faith and @erc
themselves with many griefs.” Later on in the pgssa verses 17, 18, and 19, Paul goes on tahsay t
God delights to give His children good gifts, areddiarges those who are wealthy to enjoy thoseg gift
and to be generous and not proud. The whole passag&emely challenging to us because it says
things that are exactly the opposite of what oltucel teaches us: that we have the right to desire
prosperity and to work for it. God’s Word challesges in this area. Jesus puts it very simply. iys,sa
“You cannot love God and money.” You cannot, butalery to.

The example of money, which we finished that sectuith, points us to a challenge. The challenge is
that postmodernism recognizes that we come totaniéix all kinds of cultural assumptions, prejudice
and all sorts of personal convictions that we doaver think about. They are just there as pavtod

we are. Christians have always recognized thiss iBtihe problem of our sinfulness. That is why the
apostle Paul says, “Do not be conformed to thiddvout be transformed by the renewing of your
minds. Then you will know what is the good and atable and perfect will of God.” You learn to
challenge the assumptions of the culture in whimh e and your own sinfulness and have your mind
renewed by submitting yourself humbly to the Wof@&od. So Scripture teaches us this everywhere.
Postmodernism, however, goes much further becassgs that it is not just that we are prejudiced a
by humility we can deal with that prejudice buttthee are trapped in our individual isolation anaur
cultural isolation. Some postmodern writers willgmasize the individual aspect of our being trapped
isolation more, and others will emphasize morengfipthe fact that we are trapped in various little
cultural groups who, as a group, have a commonofageing the world. There are consequences to
this idea that when | read a text the only mealtinag is available to me is the meaning that | ptd |
and get out of the text.

That brings us to our fourth point. Literary cngim, consequently, plunges into an abyss because
meaning is lost, that is, the notion of objectiveaming. Texts are completely inaccessible to uaumssx
every reading becomes a misreading. That is wiegpdlstmodern theorist says to us—that we can never
know what the author originally meant. All we camol is what we read, the meaning we put into the
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text. Every reading becomes a misreading. You remeemspoke last session about studying art, and at
many art schools you are no longer taught to dnapamt. Well, it is the same issue. There are no
objective standards. There is nothing out theregags this is quality painting and this is notl. thkere

is is what the individual does. That is all theseThere is no accessibility. That is, you canmotaan

art museum with a contemporary art exhibit and aatat is it?” That is not the question you are
supposed to ask because you cannot know whattiseraeant. That is exactly the point. All you can

do is bring your own meaning to the work of arheatthan have something that is objectively thbag t
you can look at and say, “Yes, this is what Michgklo was trying to communicate when he did his
magnificent sculpture of David.” What is being sadhat that is not possible. It is only the megni

that you bring while you are looking at that stabuneeading this text or anything else.

So, every reading becomes a misreading, and otie @onsequences of that is our fifth point.
Literature, in a postmodern context, becomes a aeapthe culture wars for various groups to
reinforce their already held positions and to ugarest each other. Now we start attacking eachrpthe
and not just literature, but speaking as well. Thigne of the problems in the time in which wesliv
When Christians go out on the street and wave lyaramal give protest speeches about various moral,
social, political, economic, and cultural issues, ave perceived, in a postmodern time, as jusgkeein
little cultural group stating our thing and tryit@yimpose it on others in a culture war. Other pecio

not care. They have their own agendas and thinkhd\db you think you are to impose your agenda on
us?” We have to be very careful how we try to comitaie in the present context; otherwise we are
just understood in this way. That is how most ndmigians understand us—as just a little cultural
group seeking to fight in the culture war, imposmg own personal group agenda on other people. It
makes it extremely challenging to deal with morad social questions at the present time because you
can be simply written off. If we speak stridenthydaaggressively, we are especially going to betevrit
off. We are no different, let us say, from a rablgay-rights group that is marching down the street
waving its placards, and shouting its position. ‘$ee, that is exactly how many people regard us, as
just the same. We are just another extreme grauhiS makes communication very difficult because
this is the context in which we find ourselves.

| have a whole series of quotations. One is froogudas Derrida, one of the major thinkers behind
postmodern ideas with regard to literary criticiand the nature of language. He says, “There ismgpth
outside the text.” That is, all there is is simfilg text in front of my eyes. There is no meta-lagg,
that is, no language that can enable us to staowkdabe text or to read it in any objective waydese
the writer had his personal language, and | hav@engonal language. There are no rules to help us
understand. There is no inherent meaning to aotesten to language itself. And then there is a
comment by Abrams. Like all Derrida’s key terms atatements, this has multiple significations that
there is no meaning outside the text. Abrams $Bigk, a primary significance is that one cannot get
beyond the sequence of verbal signs to anythingsthads outside of and independent of the language
system that constitutes a text.” For example gfsrence or else the intention of its speaker aewto
express a determinate signification. Abram’s detranson results in the claim that the meaningmof a
text remains radically open to contradictory regdinYou have various critics doing this with théIBj
of course. They make it mean exactly what they wanrtjust ignoring what it says in all sorts of esea

Here is a quote on de-centering: “There is no casteeference point to anchor the meaning of a
word—not just to a text, but of any word. Any war@h mean anything you want it to mean. Free play:
any term has infinite semantic range. Every woranishored to other words. Any word can drift
anywhere in the ocean of meaning.” So we canna giparticular meaning to any word, never mind
the text as a whole. Because of the criticism hiathinking is nihilistic, Derrida tries to denlyi$

charge. But he says elsewhere that he is tryipytdimself at a point “so they do not know anygen
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where | am going.” That is Derrida himself. Of ceithe irony is that Derrida writes these textbooks
that are extremely difficult to understand withsdkts of terms that he has made up himself—new
words—and he expects his students and the peomduhis books to read them and understand
them. There is a kind of fundamental, ironic codition there at the heart of everything that he is
saying.

This next quotation is interesting. Jean-Francgstérd says, “Now that the scientific meta-narmiis
broken down, all that we are left with is an infenplurality of language games. We have moved from
the muffled majesty of grand narratives for splimg autonomy of micro-narratives.” It is a beauitif
statement despite the sorrow, one might say, of Wwh&as to say. “We have moved from the muffled
majesty of grand narratives...”—and he is referrmg¢hie modernist narrative, which gives a scientific
explanation of the universe in which we live, thigim of the earth, who we are as human persons, ou
psychology, what we are here for, how we are t®, land so on. So, he is not only rejecting the
Christian meta-narrative of God who has createdittieerse, but he is also rejecting any meta-
narrative. The primary alternative to the Christoen® in western culture is the scientific oneslt i
scientific in the sense that it is naturalisticesie, which seeks to explain the universe withoyt a
reference to God. Historically, the developmens@énce in the West is deeply tied into the peafher
the Reformation and a biblical worldview. The cartin is possible that God made the universe and
that He made it in an orderly manner and therataran be studied and understood in science. But
increasingly over the last couple of hundred ysarsnce has tried to set itself free from any lohd
biblical moorings and insists that science is biyirenaturalistic. That is, it rejects God. That is
certainly not where it was historically. But Lyatias saying the scientific account of the worlglist as
suspect as a biblical account. There are no metatnes that explain the human condition at alis |
not just that we reject that human beings are natlee image of God and have rebelled against Him
and need Christ for their redemption, but we rejed, the evolutionary account of who we are—that
we are descended from apes and this is who wd lheee is no meta-narrative that gives an account of
our situation. The only thing we are left with, $8gys, is these micro-narratives, these little etotthe
splintering autonomy. This autonomy is its own awitly, a law unto itself. Everybody has his own
account. Your next-door neighbor may be a Hinduplag be a Mormon, he may be a Jehovah'’s
Witness, a Christian, a Marxist, or whatever. In cuiture there are no longer any grand narratives—
just the splintering autonomy of micro-narrativAad who is to say who is right? Nobody can. ltustj
this individual or this group with their views.

This is an enormous problem here. Theoreticalig, sbunds very complex and difficult, and to some i
may sound bizarre. The easiest way to help yourstat@l this is to look at examples from literature,
movies, poetry, fiction, and other places, becausieem you can see how this works itself out i@
culture. | have given some examples. Some of yoylmae seen or read the play by Samuel Beckett,
“Waiting for Godot.” It was written, | suppose, aliB0 years ago or perhaps a little more than tiat.
the time he was seen as an extremist. Today nalideem extreme at all when it was revived here in
St. Louis in the past couple of years. It is almabuple of guys who do not really communicate with
each other, who are waiting for Godot, but he neeenes. Nothing really happens, nobody really
communicates. It is a truly postmodern play. In smhBeckett’s later plays, the situations are even
more extreme. One of them, “Happy Days,” has a leowho just chatter and do not communicate with
each other or anybody else, and they eventuallgifaht. One of the other plays is called “Breath.it
there is no language at all, just the sound ofty loaying, the sound of a couple copulating, ared th
sound of somebody dying. That is the whole playidHaaking the point very dramatically that these i
no communication at all. There are many movies@pbpular level that express the same kinds of
things. Woody Allen is constantly dealing with ttiieme of the breakdown of communication. Other
movie makers are as well. This is true in somédefdopular music that some of you listen to. You
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listen to the words carefully. Alternative musi@ags about the breakdown of meaning, of the
impossibility of communicating to one another amlan persons. One of my sons introduced me to a
group called “The Beautiful South.” They are a Bhtgroup. One of their dominant themes of their
lyrics is the breakdown of communication—that theguage we use no longer really communicates to
other people and that we are isolated from eackr athour little alienated lives.

The fiction of James Joyce is another examplewiks, “Ulysses” and “Finnegan’s Wake,” are
examples of language breaking down. And you rememniiged the example of John Cage taking the
text of one of Joyce’s books and just taking tighdi word of the middle line in every page and
stringing it together. He was just saying, “Langeiégmeaningless so | will have a text in my opera
where the words have no relationship to each otth@tsoever except that they will happen to come
from the same book. They will be just strung togetiegardless of whether they are verbs, nouns,
adjectives, subjects, objects, or whatever. Theélybeistrung together in any order, without any
meaning at all.” He is simply making the statentbat communication is impossible—that we cannot
communicate with one another.

Another example is T. S. Eliot. He is a very ingtiiey example because he wrote “The Hollow Men” in
the 1920s, dealing with this problem way back tlaémost 80 years ago. This poem talked about the
way we do not communicate with each other. T. @tRlrote about the wasteland of western culture in
the 1920s, where communication between peoplesskibrg down because there is an ultimate loss of
meaning. Now, Eliot eventually became a Christiart,it is a problem that he addresses very cagefull
in much of his poetry. A few lines from his “Fouu@tets” were actually written after his conversion
but he was still addressing the problem. He wrbté/Nords strain, crack / and sometimes break, under
the burden, / under the tension, slip, slide, peri®ecay with imprecision, will not stay in placanill

not stay still. Shrieking voices / Scolding, moakior merely chattering, / Always assail them...” Now
that is really what the postmodernist was sayinigt &as a prophet. Postmodernism, and people like
Derrida, did not come along until the 1960s and0k97 terms of writing what they did about language
and the decay of meaning in text. Eliot was alre@dpgnizing the problem in the 1920s. In his case,
the recognition of the problem of the breakdowie@hmunication is one of the things that God used to
draw him to Himself. Interestingly, the primary facin Eliot’'s conversion to Christianity seems to
have been literature by great Christian writers—aJDbnne and George Herbert and, in particular, the
Italian writer Dante. Eliot was basically convertadough the language of Christians who
communicated really well because this problem efltk of meaning—the lack of communication—
and the lack of being able to understand, createld a tension in him. We need to understand th&t th
is an appalling tension. Again, if you look at mevby somebody like Woody Allen, this is one of the
fundamental issues that he deals with—the breakddwommunication—that we cannot understand
each other, and our lives have lost their meartng.true in lots and lots of contemporary musiatt

kids are listening to all the time.

Obviously this has enormous consequences for tggolawill refer to a writer named Frances Young.
Frances Young is an English theologian who is t&#dching theology, | think, at the University of
Nottingham. Frances Young applies what postmoderisssaying to our reading of the Scripture. She
uses the idea of Arthur Kessler who divided lifithe trivial and the tragic. What Kessler meant b
that was that the only things we can really knowlbére what he called trivial things such as wiete
for breakfast today, how to drive here to work, et that the sun is shining outside, etc.. Tragsgust
the little things of everyday life that we can haame knowledge about. But when it comes to angthin
of significance for our lives, we can have no asdesneaning or understanding at all. Things beyond
that trivial level are completely beyond us, anattls why he uses the term “tragic” to express this
Frances Young says, “In the realm of the tragic”hattis the level of meaning, the meaning of our
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human condition—"we can assign no literal or fattunaaning to the language we use about God.” She
is saying that when we theologize, when we speakitatr write about God, when we worship Him,
when we sing hymns or pray, or when we preach sesmbhas no literal meaning at all—that all the
language that Christians use about God or to Gedbaditeral meaning to it. We can never know
whether there is anything there about which wespsaking. She also says, “As Christian believers we
work one with the scientific model, which finds éxpations of phenomenon, behavior, and events in
terms of natural causes and to what we can onlgridbesas mythological, symbolic models—models
which however inadequately represent the religan spiritual dimension of our experience. To call
them mythological is not to denigrate their stdiusto indicate that they refer to realities whazile not
only inaccessible to the normal methods of scientifvestigation, but are also indefinable in terohs
human language, and in their totality, inconceieahithin the limited powers and experience of the
finite human mind.” For her, the problem is that ave finite. If we are little, if we are finite (drihis is
the problem for the whole of postmodernism), blwious to us that we do not understand the whole
universe. What we know is very small. Now, if yaelibve in God, in the biblical God, the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, that is no probd¢mll. Newton, one of the greatest scientists,eve
spoke about this issue. He is the one who stutieaature of the planets and how they have difteren
orbits around the sun, and he was a committed tnibeliever. He understood this very well even
though he was discovering all these marvelous ghatput the universe. He is really at the foundatio
of modern physics and astronomy as we know themhangas a deeply committed Christian. He said,
“At the end of my life, after all that | have dis@yed and understood, | recognize that | am likbikl
playing on a seashore who has picked up one péditié thought was a little prettier than otherd an
spent my life delighting in it, while all around rs&retched this vast shore of knowledge which kehav
not begun to touch or understand.” That is a wdtlstatement of humility by a Christian who
recognizes his finiteness. For the Christian, nagproblem because we know that there is a God who
exists, who understands everything, and who hasmontated to us the things that are most important
so that my finiteness is not a problem. For theelieler, for the postmodern person, finitenessiis a
enormous problem because | can never know, as &afmung says, whether the words that | use have
any relationship whatsoever to the ultimate natdineality. | cannot know because | am alone here i
this universe by my little self or with my littlee@up of people. So access to any objective measfing
words beyond myself is truly impossible. She ubkesihage of music. She says that “religious languag
works exactly like music.” She uses the examplévass for the Dead,” and she says, “This has the
power to convict me and terrify me.” If you listemBrahm’s “Requiem,” for example, it is like that.
Some of the music is terrifying. It is very powdrf8he is saying that our Christian language isljks
music. It is just something that moves us. We aaremo notion as to whether it actually relates to
anything true at all. We need to be moved and sgavi® church, just like we like to listen to muic
concerts because the music moves us. But thdttlsaglis happening. Our religious language is no
different from music.

There clearly is, as | said with regard to Derr@aontradiction at the heart of everything thatthre
saying. They are saying that language has no dgetteaning and yet they constantly try to
communicate to one another, to their studentst@titeir readers. | am sure if they are profesgwyg
assign exams on the basis of whether studentsuraerstood their books, and the most appropriate
response, if you were a student, would be to veat@ething totally unrelated to the book. | do nobk
how they would respond to it, if you were to dottliReople are not usually that consistent. Bus, mot
enough for us simply to make that response, | weald If you look at popular culture you see hois th
expresses itself in a way that completely undersyansense of meaning for ordinary people, andghat
the real issue. Of course they are not going todmsistent. You can take somebody like John Cage wh
believes that everything is chance, and so hisaerissihance music. | heard him do a concert he&t.in
Louis in 1968 or 1969 when | was at seminary. Hé dauge computer on the stage (at that point
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computers were enormous) connected to a pianasadiner than having a person play the piano, he had
a machine play the piano. He had programmed thg@utanso that all the notes that came out of the
piano bore no harmonic relationship to each othHeataoever. Again, there is a contradiction at gt

of it. In order to get a piece of music in whicleté is no relationship whatsoever between the retes
pattern, no harmony, no form—he had to use a coenpliat was extraordinarily carefully structured
and patterned. There is a tension at the very loéarhat he was doing, and that is always goinigeto
present. You will find very few cultural artifadtisat are absolutely consistent. What about ceftaims

of jazz? What you will find is a mixture of dissart& and harmony because people are not consistent.
have used an example, which | did not read, optiedry of Ted Hughes. Ted Hughes died last year. He
is one of my favorite poets, an Englishman. He m@sa believer. He was the poet laureate in England
for many, many years. He was constantly writinguahibe loss of meaning, the decay of language, the
alienation of persons, the breakdown of relatigmshand the emptiness of the human condition. But h
writes in the most exquisitely beautiful languagéhwnarvelous images. There is this tension thashe
quite aware of at the very heart of it. For hing iksue is that this loss of meaning, whetherwasds

or meaning for the human condition, is a tragede ragedy (and | think somebody like Derrida would
say this as well) is that personally we have thigylng for meaning. We love to communicate withheac
other. We delight in all sorts of things about kfied human relationships and everything else,Hadet

are really only tricks. What is important is nosjahat we point to the sort of contradiction a Heart

of this but to have some compassion for the tragpedyause to many of these people this is not a game
that they are playing. | am sure for some of theis, iand only God can judge the heart. But theee a
many people who are so deeply touched by thisttlkdastroys their life as human persons. They fzave
longing for communication and for meaning, andtiiely have this deep sense that ultimately nothing
means anything at all. You hear that in a lot eftfusic. There is a terrible note of sadness ivati

see it in the movies of somebody like Woody All€hey are really sad even while he is mocking
himself for the questions he is asking and forulienate lack of meaning and lack of communication.
We need to recognize the sadness that is theree Tha contradiction there. If you held this view
consistently, you could not use words at all. Tieathy you have plays like Beckett's where ther ar
no words.

Whether we look at pop culture or anywhere elseseeelots of understanding as well as this emphasis
on the breakdown of understanding. However, huneamgls are made in the image of God. That is the
reality whether they acknowledge it or not, whettiey worship God or not, whether they bow before
Him, or whether they refuse to have Him in theiowthedge, as Paul says in Romans 1. And because
they are made in the image of God, they are gargphtinue to communicate because fundamental to
what it means to be in the image of God is thatreecreated as communicators. This is why Schaeffer
entitles one of his booksle Is There and He Is Not Silefithe ultimate issue is this: are we living in a
universe that is silent or one in which words ulttely have meaning? The Christian answer to this is
“Yes, God has existed eternally in the three pessdrihe Trinity who have communicated with each
other through all eternity.” This is fundamentathe very nature of God Himself—that He delights in
communication. The Father speaks to the Son an8dhdo the Father and to the Spirit and they have
been speaking to each other in language for athigge The ability to use language to communicatiw
each other is part of what it means to be madednmage of God. So we know that this universeots n
ultimately silent. It is a universe that is filledth sound, language, and communication, and wbhade

an ultimate referent. They ultimately find theifex@nce in God Himself. The words “holy,” “love,ha
“Justice” find their meaning in the character of d@Gdimself, not in some arbitrary definition that we
give to them. But if you have rejected the knowkedd God, then the universe is ultimately silehis |
ultimately silent and there can be no final meanmgords. | am trapped in my individuality. Howca

| ever know whether what | am saying is the trutbuw things out there? That is the dilemma that
postmodernism is struggling with. Every postmodariter, thinker, or pop musician may not have
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reflected on these issues. At the same time, weaak this longing for communication and we use
words. The practical reality is we are living icw@dture where human relationships are breaking down
The most common problem for Americans today isqekloneliness. People do not know how to
make relationships at the most basic level. Margpjees closest relationships are ones on e-mail and
Internet chat rooms where they never meet sometamdyto face. There is an extraordinary
proliferation of dating services because peopleatceven know how to meet or get to know each other
So they have to pay somebody else to do it for tHestill does not help, and most of the relatiaps
break down after a while because people do not aomuate. People are losing the ability to
communicate with each other well. That is one efttlings that is actually happening in the culiare
which we live. Communication really is breaking dowhere is always going to be this dual reality,
this sense of alienation and loss of communicadiwh meaning and at the same time the longing to
communicate, because that is how God has madéhasisithe fundamental reason why you have both
realities.

Postmodernism denies everything that you regarciques as a human person. It is not just languade an
meaning, but it is the possibility of love, the pibdity of moral order—that there is a difference
between good and evil. It is the reality of thenffigance of my choices, the possibility of beautyrat
there really is objective beauty out there—it ismthing that is actually precious to us as hunmainds
and that makes our lives worthwhile. There is mgtr any foundation for it, but everybody longs for
those things and so they will continue to reactitierm even though they have said there is no
foundation for them. That is the tragedy of the reatrin which we live. People are searching forgkin
for which they have no answers. You should be thdrnkey are still searching rather than simply
attacking them as Christians and saying, “Look lsowtradictory they are,” even though they are. The
fact that they are still searching, still usingdaage, still longing for relationships, and stilhgjing for
meaning and beauty means we have the possibiltpmimunication. Otherwise they would be in hell
already. Hell is the complete loss of communicattbe end of meaning—total and final alienationt Bu
thank God people are not there yet. So our respsinsgd be to look at people and see that they are
helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Thatsraderful description of a postmodern culture. Peop
are harassed and helpless, like sheep without@helet so we should have compassion on them.
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