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For my students: “A thousand thanks.”

For my future students: “To the breach!”

To all of my family and friends who have helped make the impossible possible in Christ: “Here’s to water walking!”

To the next generation of water walkers: “Further up and further in!”
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You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.

John 8:32





See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the elemental spiritual forces of this world rather than on Christ.

Colossians 2:8, NIV





Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.

Romans 12:2





But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.

1 Peter 3:15, NIV
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I trust you will find the information on these pages helpful on your journey.

As you peruse the bits of material dappled here and there, it is important to keep in mind:

The daily decisions we make in life are based on our conclusions concerning the nature of reality.

Everyone is trusting.

The only way we live, eat, sleep, move, communicate, and eke out an existence is to make decisions based on whatever we consider trustworthy.

As long as humans have engaged in conversation and shared ideas, we have differed on the object of our trust, our faith, our belief, our confidence.

Most philosophers agree that Plato and Aristotle’s works on the true nature of reality are a foundation for all human interaction, and although epic cultural shifts have ensued . . . races and religions have been defined . . . empires have risen and fallen . . . every individual continues to make every single decision based on whom and what he or she trusts—as true, as real, as worthy of trust.
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The Birth of Christ is the eucatastrophe of Man’s history. The Resurrection is the eucatastrophe of the story of the Incarnation. This story begins and ends in joy. It has pre-eminently the “inner consistency of reality.” There is no tale ever told that men would rather find was true, and none which so many sceptical men have accepted as true on its own merits.

J. R. R. Tolkien




We all are choosing a story to help us make sense of our world. We discover ourselves in stories, and the stories we trust shape us and the culture around us. Although humans have gone to great—even violent—lengths for the right to pen the stories of history and religion, most of us will struggle to sort out which stories are true and trustworthy in the ups and downs of daily life. This struggle is as important as the stories themselves. Lies are often spread in masterfully crafted tales. Trusting honest stories invites us into a relationship with truth. This has been true for humanity ever since the earliest story times around warm, intimate fires.

As we trust various stories, transmitted from generation to generation, creatively invented or adapted, unconsciously consumed, or intentionally adopted, we often forget (or deny) that these tales are human attempts to explain the inexplicable and to comprehend the incomprehensible. They are our best attempts to get it right. We all want to know what is really going on in the universe, and our stories—our worldviews—are the distilled essence of our collective efforts to describe what is really real, what is truly true, and what is worthy of trust. In essence, we all live a life of faith.

My approach to worldview and philosophy is simple and practical. It builds on and extends the ideas of the iconic works of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle on the nature and consequences of our beliefs regarding Prime Reality. In essence, these brilliant minds helped us see that the spiritual (the nonmaterial) and the material are the two basic elements for the fabric of reality. From this foundation I propose there are four basic story lines available to humanity:


	Idealism trusts that only the spiritual/nonmaterial world is real.

	Materialism trusts only in the reality of the measurable realm of matter.

	Monism trusts in the unified existence of the spiritual and material realm as one gigantic entity.

	Theism trusts the reality of both the spiritual realm and the material realm but maintains an understanding of real unity and real distinction between the two.



In this book we will study these four main options in conjunction with the ways they answer several of life’s essential questions. We will also see how these four options point to the fullness of Christ in a life-giving, Christ-centered worldview. Doing this will give us clarity about and awareness of our own views and those of others, and we will begin to see how our objects of trust have shaped our personal choices. This knowledge will empower us to make intelligent and informed decisions about the multitude of religions and “isms” available to each human and to engage in honest, honoring dialogue with those whose views are different from our own. And we will also see how the truth found in all worldviews points us to the truth found in Christ. As Augustine says, “Let every good and true Christian understand that wherever truth may be found, it belongs to his Master.”[1]

As you read this book, study these ideas, and examine your own choices with new understanding, my hope is that your personal story will be shaped and changed. This book has the potential to impact your life in a significant way that may then change the rest of your story.

Before I give a brief overview of this book, I need to make my position very clear. It is essential for all people to have freedom and dignity to choose their personal beliefs, and I want this book to create a safe and healthy forum for exploration and authentic self-discovery. I have no desire to create a weak, insufficient, or biased description of another worldview in order to sway your opinion or manipulate your decisions. Rather, I want you to have a greater sense of self-awareness and ownership not only for what you choose to believe but also for why you believe what you believe in the context of so many options.

However, it is also important to note that particularly the last part of this book is an overt, unashamed invitation to my readers to learn more about Jesus Christ as the fullness of reality. In my years of teaching philosophy to students at a Christian high school, I have shared the four main worldviews again and again, and I have each time come back to a quote by G. K. Chesterton. In his book Orthodoxy, he writes, “They have torn the soul of Christ into silly strips.”[2] As I teach my students that each worldview is but a portion of the truth—though we trust in the worldview we hold to as if it were the whole—I am convinced that the fullness of truth and reality are found only in the undivided person of Christ. The story I choose to believe as the true story holds Christ’s birth, incarnational life, sacrificial death, powerful resurrection, and bold commissioning as its centerpiece. This center provides the main plot for the entire story of human existence—an unfolding drama we are all in. I believe all great stories point toward this greatest story and invite us to awakened and intentional participation in it.

Therefore, the last part of this book speaks to those who want to learn more of what it means to see Christ as the center of history or who are interested in what authentic Christ-followers believe. I understand this does not describe all readers. If you are not interested in trusting Christ at this moment on your journey, I hope this book enables you to see why other people do choose to trust him. Either way, this book should clarify your understanding of the major worldviews available to humans and also offer a fresh perspective of the grace and truth found in the person of Jesus.

I grew up striving to be worthy of the apostle Peter’s call to “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15, NIV). I worked hard to be prepared to defend my trust in Jesus. Unfortunately, I was not actually living out the call as Peter originally wrote it. I was working in order to gain others’ approval, which I was convinced would elevate my value as a human being. I worked from a desire to be recognized and loved; I cared more about my public image than about the impact I had on the people around me. I learned painfully late in my journey that 1 Peter 3:15 actually says, “Always be prepared to give an answer . . . for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect” (emphasis added). The apostle Paul compels us to do everything with love or our efforts will amount to nothing. Without authentic love for others, my words and actions are merely a “noisy gong or a clanging cymbal” (1 Corinthians 13:1).

How does this truth apply to our study of worldview? Choosing a particular belief system—any belief system—without incorporating love, gentleness, respect, and honor will do you and the world a disservice. On this journey, it is essential to treat all people with dignity and respect. Christianity sometimes has a sour reputation for being abusive in this global worldview discussion. Unfortunately, we are known for trying to be right at any cost instead of being known for showing love at any cost. The apostle Paul knew what that feels like, and two thousand years ago, he set the standard for Christ-followers: “While knowledge makes us feel important, it is love that strengthens the church. Anyone who claims to know all the answers doesn’t really know very much. But the person who loves God is the one whom God recognizes” (1 Corinthians 8:1-3). With those words in mind, the approach to examining worldview described in this text is based on a foundation of love, honor, and dignity, and it supports the use of grace and truth as we interact with others.

The Structure

This study of worldview is divided into three parts.

In part 1, we will examine the common denominator of trust. No matter which worldview we follow, we are trusting something. Everything is based on trust. The only way we live is to make decisions based on what we consider trustworthy, though we differ on the object in which we place our confidence. We give authority to what and to whom we trust, and it is essential for us to understand that every decision we make is based on our conclusions regarding the nature of reality.

In part 2, we’ll look at the four main worldviews in which humans place their trust and how each of these answers some of life’s essential questions. Idealism, materialism, monism, and theism each hold a portion of the truth, and each provides those who trust it with answers that influence how they live. Here I am neither endeavoring to exalt any one worldview above another nor setting each up only to knock it down. I want us to examine each one with as unbiased a view as possible.

Regarding the subject matter presented in part 2, I deal with only four basic views in their purest forms for two main reasons. First, this text is intentionally not a text on comparative religion or a grocery list of isms (there are plenty of those). This text is concerned with how to use the specific lens of philosophy to think critically about what we trust and particularly why we trust what we trust. This lens not only gives us a fresh look at what we believe; it also empowers us to understand why others choose to believe what they believe. Second, addressing only four basic views makes it manageable for us to learn about the particulars of our trusted beliefs in the context of other beliefs. Many writers have found other excellent—though more complex—ways to study and teach world religions, isms, and comparative worldviews, and I have been inspired by several of these authors, including C. S. Lewis and James Sire. The simpler philosophical approach offered in this book is not antithetical to these texts; rather, this book should serve to enhance your access to other approaches.

Part 3 puts the “silly strips” from Chesterton’s quote back together and examines Christ as the fullness of reality. The truth from each of the four worldviews is put together, seamlessly, in Jesus Christ. We often work so hard to make our one strip of Prime Reality into the entirety. We stretch it to make it fit every question or issue or reality we encounter, but only in Christ do we find both complete truth and complete grace. And only in the power of paradox do we find the freedom and integrity to live in harmony with the life-giving tensions and apparent contradictions implicit within Prime Reality.

A companion volume to this text—Inklings on Christ-Centered Abiding Discipleship—will examine what embracing the tensions of the paradoxes of Christ looks like practically in a life following his. This text—Inklings on Philosophy and Worldview—is about the various stories humans tell about the world and themselves; the companion text Inklings on Christ-Centered Abiding Discipleship looks specifically at what it means to find ourselves in the grander story, the “true myth” as Lewis calls it,[3] of what God is doing in the world through Jesus Christ and in us to continue to build his Kingdom of love here and now. There is also an accompanying guidebook to this text if you want to explore the ideas presented here through activities and additional reading designed to take you deeper into this discussion and into personal ownership and development of your philosophy and worldview.

Final Exhortation

I ask you to remember a few things as you read this book. First, this is not a traditional book on philosophy or apologetics. Professionals in those fields have already provided excellent resources on those topics. I am a husband, father, brother, son, friend, and fellow pilgrim who is offering a practical and useful way to organize the information, questions, and answers we are bombarded with on this adventure of life. In many respects, I am offering it to you because it works for me in my day-to-day endeavors to love and, as Ulysses says in Tennyson’s poem, “drink life to the lees.”[4] This book will not be able to prove the truth to you in the traditional sense of the word prove. It is not intended to do so. It is designed as a mirror for discovering your own object of trust and as a map for you to use as you continue your journey and quest for truth.

Second, I did not write this book to make you or anyone more “religious.” I hope to show you truths that can break down walls, open locked doors, expose lies or fears, and invite you into joy, freedom, and love. I invite you to go beyond religion, trust lists, and worldviews into a relationship with the living, loving Being. The apostle John wrote of him, “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32). My unashamed, unambiguous, and ultimate hope is that this book brings you closer to Jesus Christ, who can and will powerfully transform your life.


[1] Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, trans. J. F. Shaw (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 2009), 53.


[2] G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (New York: Doubleday, 1908), 44.


[3] C. S. Lewis, The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, Volume 2: Books, Broadcasts, and the War, 1931–1949, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2004), 1.


[4] Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “Ulysses,” Poetry Foundation, accessed June 25, 2019, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45392/ulysses.
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Chapter 1: Created to Trust

Everyone trusts. The only way humans live, eat, sleep, move, communicate, and eke out an existence is to make decisions based on whatever we consider trustworthy. This has been the case throughout all of history. Even through seismic cultural shifts, the defining and redefining of races and religions, and the rising and falling of empires, people have made decisions based on whom or what they trust as really real, as worthy of trust. But also all through history, humans have differed on the object of this trust. They have not agreed on where to put their confidence. Both of these are still true today. We still operate on trust, and we humans do not agree on whom or what is worthy of that trust.

We give authority to whom and what we trust, and the more we trust something or someone, the more authority we give. Who do you turn to when you have a complex decision to navigate?  Many people turn to their parents, teachers, coaches, or mentors. Some people would never turn to a teacher or parent and do not have coaches or mentors. Many teachers are transformative; some are unfit. Many coaches are inspiring; some are simply abusive. Many mentors are true leaders; some are blind guides. We take medicine from doctors we trust; we steer clear of those who have poor reputations. I would not let a surgeon cut me open or an anesthesiologist put me under if I did not trust him or her with my life. We do not take our cars to mechanics we do not trust. I only rock climb with trusted friends. Friends we trust sway what we wear, eat, say, and watch. Pastors positively and negatively shape our lives and habits. The books you read and the movies you watch shape your daily activities and verbiage. The list goes on and on.

Consciously and subconsciously, whatever we give authority to or have given authority to in the past directly and indirectly influences our current thoughts and behaviors. Ultimately, and without being fully consciously aware of it, we each develop personal “lists” of what we deem to be worthy of our trust. These personal trust lists become the primary influence on how we view and interact with the world.

Unfortunately, not everything to which we give authority is worthy of our trust. Moreover, we often find ourselves in situations in which others assert their authority over us even though we do not trust them. This type of authority often uses fear, inflicts pain, devises external motivators, and exploits ignorance to influence behavior. It often takes great courage to address the issues of trust and trustworthiness, particularly when it involves changing what we put our trust in or finding freedom from unhealthy, unwanted situations of imposed authority. Many of these negative untrustworthy situations can be redemptively helpful in guiding us toward that which is truly trustworthy and life-giving. Additionally, these people and institutions can help us learn what not to do and who not to emulate—and why!

On this journey of trust, each one of us is going to encounter wise and insightful people in conversations, books, essays, sermons, videos, and lectures who convey both profound truths and convincing yet untrustworthy pieces of information—all in the same package. It takes training, wisdom, and discernment to eat the meat and throw out the bones. In my classes and in this book, I quote several authors who share some of what I trust as truth yet with whom I do not completely agree. This is not only important for me to clarify; it is also one of the main premises of my approach to philosophy and worldview: truth is truth, and lies are lies, wherever we find them and whoever is carrying them. Jesus says, “Keep on seeking, and you will find” (Luke 11:9). On this journey, it is essential to hold on to hope and to not give up seeking, especially when we are hurt, when it is difficult, or when we are confused. Truth is available and willing to be found and ready to be trusted.

This is a great place to start our story. My hope is that this book leads you into a story of courage and freedom. Facing the truth about trust and authority, and potentially changing the motivation or object of our trust, could be the most courageous thing any of us will ever do. For some of us, standing firm in what we trust to be the truth in the face of opposition will take similar courage. This is where the adventure begins and, ironically, ends: in trust and courage.
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Chapter 2: Faith and Faith Island

Trust is the norm. It is the only option we have to figure out the truth about our existence. Since absolutely nothing is 100 percent verifiable by anybody—not by a scientist, not by a guru—by necessity we all walk this truth journey by faith.

We all trust our eyes and brains, equipment and textbooks, theories and methods, predecessors and professors, scientists and doctors, parents and friends, teachers and preachers. Sometimes these people and tools prove to be unfaithful, and we lose trust, and faith and even hearts are broken.

However, the bits of information we deem trustworthy we tend to call knowledge. When we find something perpetually trustworthy, we use terms like fact, proof, or logical truth.

Many people have long desired to put an end to faith. They hope a staunch devotion to logic and reason can replace the need for faith and beliefs, which they say do not have “proofs” to support them. Writer G. K. Chesterton points out the fallacy of this idea: “It is idle to talk always of the alternative of reason and faith. Reason is itself a matter of faith. It is an act of faith to assert that our thoughts have any relation to reality at all.”[1]

To put it bluntly: every worldview is based on faith, even ones that deny faith completely. This is an accurate and freeing statement, but it is not always easy for us to accept. It is hard for us to leave behind our blind confidence in “proofs” and the idea that we can know things with 100 percent certitude.

I want you now to imagine an island where everything in life is overtly based on faith. Every day, in every moment, all the people on the island live in acute, awake awareness that they have a perpetually faith-filled, moment-by-moment existence.

Imagine you were on a ship that wrecks near this island. You have taken refuge on the island and are able to observe its inhabitants closely. The natives wake up and have to believe they are getting out of their beds and then believe the eggs they are eating are real. They must have faith that their parents are really their parents, that the coffee is not poisoned, and that the tools they need to do their jobs will work. They must believe that the sun is actually warming them and that night will come in a few hours. You observe that these people live by faith all day, every day.

As you imagine this scenario, you might be confused or frustrated. You might be smirking because the point of the story has clicked. Maybe you’re thinking, That would be insane! How could anybody live? Or maybe you have caught on and are wondering, Isn’t that how we all live every day? In discussions when I raise this thought experiment, I often get a retort such as “No way! I don’t have to believe I ate my eggs this morning; I just ate them!” Like it or not, believe it or not, the truth is that you are living on Faith Island right now, right where you are. The entire earth could be titled “Faith Island.”

In my high school classes we discuss this idea until it clicks for everybody in the room. Often I will offer an A+ for the entire class if someone can give me just one thing they can prove and perfectly verify with 100 percent certitude. Take a moment and try to think of something right now. The painful turning point for the deepest skeptics comes when we collectively land on the conclusion that we all are very literally trusting our fallible eyes, hands, ears, tongues, noses, and ultimately our often malleable and fragile brains to make sense of the world. And admittedly, all of these perception tools have been inaccurate at some point and could be wrong at this very moment.

At this point, not surprisingly, it is fairly short work to comprehend that all of life, for all people, all the time is interpreted through the lens of trust and faith. Movies like The Truman Show, The Matrix, and Inception can be helpful here. Movies like these stretch our connections with what we trust, open our awareness, and help us engage with our immediate surroundings in profound ways. For example, Inception builds its plot on the main premise of this text: we trust thoughts and ideas.
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