
Christ Presbyterian Church School of Discipleship, Fall 2018
Missionary Encounters with our Neighbors: Encountering a secular, moralist neighbor
Week 6

What is the chief end of man? (c.f. MTD #3 below)

Moralistic Therapeutic Deism (MTD) 
• The term was first coined in Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American 

Teenagers (2005) by sociologists Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton.
• It does not describe a new religion, but a set of commonly held beliefs among young 

Americans. The study was concerned with the generation now called the Millennials, but the 
attitudes have become common among earlier generations, and throughout the West.

• These beliefs are:

1. A god exists who created and ordered the world and watches over human life on earth. 
2. God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible and by most 

world religions. 
3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself. 
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in one's life except when God is needed to resolve

a problem. 
5. Good people go to heaven when they die.

These points of belief were compiled from interviews with approximately 3,000 teenagers.

Moralistic = "about inculcating a moralistic approach to life. It teaches that central to living a good and 
happy life is being a good, moral person." 

Therapeutic = "about providing therapeutic benefits to its adherent" as opposed to being about things 
like "repentance from sin, or keeping the Sabbath, or living as a servant of a sovereign divine, or 
steadfastly saying one's prayers, or faithfully observing high holy days, or building character through 
suffering..." and further as "belief in a particular kind of God: one who exists, created the world, and 
defines our general moral order, but not one who is particularly personally involved in one's affairs—
especially affairs in which one would prefer not to have God involved."

Deism = The remoteness of God in this kind of theism, even though "the Deism here is revised from its
classical eighteenth-century version by the therapeutic qualifier, making the distant God selectively 
available for taking care of needs." It views God as "something like a combination Divine Butler and 
Cosmic Therapist: he's always on call, takes care of any problems that arise, professionally helps his 
people to feel better about themselves, and does not become too personally involved in the process."

The authors believe that "a significant part of Christianity in the United States is actually only 
tenuously Christian in any sense that is seriously connected to the actual historical Christian tradition, 
but has rather substantially morphed into Christianity's misbegotten stepcousin, Christian Moralistic 
Therapeutic Deism."

CNN online featured an article, "More Teens Becoming Fake Christians" on Kenda Creasy Dean's 
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2010 book Almost Christian: What the Faith of Our Teenagers is Telling the American Church. 
(Oxford University Press, 2010). She writes, "The problem does not seem to be that churches are 
teaching young people badly, but that we are doing an exceedingly good job of teaching youth what we
really believe, namely, that Christianity is not a big deal, that God requires little, and the church is a 
helpful social institution filled with nice people…" She goes on to say that "if churches practice MTD 
in the name of Christianity, then getting teenagers to church more often is not the solution (conceivably
it could make things worse). A more faithful church is the solution…. Maybe the issue is simply that 
the emperor has no clothes."

– From Wikipedia

How did we get here?

*Idolatry of the individual and the pursuit of happiness:
– A concept that first shows up in 18th century Deism.
– Now the dominant answer to “what is the purpose of man?” in Western circles.
– In Evangelical circles the answer is, “to glorify God and be happy forever.”

– A Sunday School on personal fulfillment gets five times the turnout of any other subject.
– C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock (God on Trial) has a chapter on happiness that says it's inappropriate

to approach life thinking about my happiness and my right to happiness.  In the same way that we
shouldn't approach marriage thinking about our rights but about our call to serve and love the 
other, we shouldn't approach life thinking about getting our happiness, but serving God.

Deism 
– Though no one claims it, Deism is the major religion of most of America.
– Not just outside the churches—many liberal Protestants, Roman Catholics and Jews are essentially 

deists.
– Gustav A Koch, Republican Religion: the American Revolution and the cult of Reason (1964)
– A Halfway House for people who have left genuine Christian faith and are on the move toward 

secularism.
– Only a very small percentage of people in the world are actually relatively consistent atheists.  It's 

just hard to do.
– 92% of Americans claim belief in God.
– That means that most of the people we interact with are functional deists.  They've probably never 

described themselves that way, so they won't be helped by being called such by us.

Origins:
– Lord Herbert of Cherbury, c. 1620-1650 (brother to George Herbert—one of England's greatest 

poets, and a great pastor. His mother was an evangelical, George was converted in Oxford, and left 
the family inheritance to take a parsonage in a small village).

– Because he was writing in the 17th century he wrote in Latin—none of his works has ever been 
published in English.

Factors:
1. Push the Reformation farther
– He wanted to challenge anyone who claimed to have an angle on God.

* The following is largely taken from Jerram Barrs, “Apologetics and Outreach,” Spring 2006, Covenant Theological 
Seminary, lecture notes.

2010 book Almost Christian: What the Faith of Our Teenagers is Telling the American Church. 
(Oxford University Press, 2010). She writes, "The problem does not seem to be that churches are 
teaching young people badly, but that we are doing an exceedingly good job of teaching youth what we
really believe, namely, that Christianity is not a big deal, that God requires little, and the church is a 
helpful social institution filled with nice people…" She goes on to say that "if churches practice MTD 
in the name of Christianity, then getting teenagers to church more often is not the solution (conceivably
it could make things worse). A more faithful church is the solution…. Maybe the issue is simply that 
the emperor has no clothes."

– From Wikipedia

How did we get here?

*Idolatry of the individual and the pursuit of happiness:
– A concept that first shows up in 18th century Deism.
– Now the dominant answer to “what is the purpose of man?” in Western circles.
– In Evangelical circles the answer is, “to glorify God and be happy forever.”

– A Sunday School on personal fulfillment gets five times the turnout of any other subject.
– C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock (God on Trial) has a chapter on happiness that says it's inappropriate

to approach life thinking about my happiness and my right to happiness.  In the same way that we
shouldn't approach marriage thinking about our rights but about our call to serve and love the 
other, we shouldn't approach life thinking about getting our happiness, but serving God.

Deism 
– Though no one claims it, Deism is the major religion of most of America.
– Not just outside the churches—many liberal Protestants, Roman Catholics and Jews are essentially 

deists.
– Gustav A Koch, Republican Religion: the American Revolution and the cult of Reason (1964)
– A Halfway House for people who have left genuine Christian faith and are on the move toward 

secularism.
– Only a very small percentage of people in the world are actually relatively consistent atheists.  It's 

just hard to do.
– 92% of Americans claim belief in God.
– That means that most of the people we interact with are functional deists.  They've probably never 

described themselves that way, so they won't be helped by being called such by us.

Origins:
– Lord Herbert of Cherbury, c. 1620-1650 (brother to George Herbert—one of England's greatest 

poets, and a great pastor. His mother was an evangelical, George was converted in Oxford, and left 
the family inheritance to take a parsonage in a small village).

– Because he was writing in the 17th century he wrote in Latin—none of his works has ever been 
published in English.

Factors:
1. Push the Reformation farther
– He wanted to challenge anyone who claimed to have an angle on God.

* The following is largely taken from Jerram Barrs, “Apologetics and Outreach,” Spring 2006, Covenant Theological 
Seminary, lecture notes.



2. Travel
– As people went farther beyond the bounds of Christianity and discovered moral pagans with 

seemingly just systems of government, they began to challenge Christianity's claim to be unique.

3. Science
– Newton, a passionately committed believer, built good understandings of how the universe works—

so people began coming up with a “clock-maker god” concept.
– Herbert says science is pushing God out: we don't need him to sustain, only to create.

4. Wars
– The depth of the depravity found in the Wars of Religion in the 16th century is a reason Herbert gives

for just putting off religion.

Herbert's Questions:
1. How may truth be distinguished from error?
2. How can we formulate beliefs assented to by all?
3. How can we avoid controversies (and the wars that destroyed Europe)?

Answers:
1. Universal consent
2. What will all agree to? 2 sources: (1) Comparative religions (2) The 'oracle within': human reason 

and moral conscience

– He's opposed to ALL religions—he's in the context of Christianity, but he's equally opposed to 
anything that claims exclusive knowledge of god.

– He isn't saying that Christianity has nothing to offer, but that it has to be sorted though to get to 
what's important by comparison to other religions (he ends up denying all of Christianity, but doesn't
think he's doing so).

– Herbert's beliefs: 
1. There is a supreme power/God—but it is not personal
2. This God must be worshiped
3. Good conduct is essential: all religions have ceremonies, but they don't agree here, they all agree 

that we must conduct ourselves morally.
4. We can efface/expiate our own vices and crimes by repentance.
5. That there are rewards and punishments after this life

[These define a Natural or Common Sense Religion (called Christianity, Universal religion):]
6. The one universal church of all people who assent to these universal beliefs
7. Rejection of biblical revelation—revelation is every divine and happy sentiment that plays out in 

our consciences.

– This is a precursor to Unitarianism, but is also much like what you'll hear in many liberal protestant, 
Roman Catholic and Jewish churches today.

– Though never translated, Herbert had huge influence in the formation of modernism.

The Cambridge Platonists
John Locke: the dawn of the higher criticism that would later flourish in Germany.
John Toland, Christianity Not Mysterious
Matthew Tindal, Christianity as Old as Creation
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Deism's decline:
– Evangelical answers to deism
– Evangelical revival (in England and 2nd Great Awakening in USA)
– Philosophy of David Hume (demonstrated that reason is an inadequate source of real knowledge)

Consequences of Deism:
– Deism fell apart quickly in England after this.
– Lord Herbert's works were translated into French and became the foundation of French intellectual 

society.
– Edict of Fontainebleau (1685) set the French attitude toward religion.
– Rise of historical Criticism in Germany set the standard for academic study of theology that 

continues to the present.
– Harvard, 1794: “all classes are set toward skepticism.”
– Princeton: only one professing Christian in the class of 1799 (vs. my contemporary friends' 

experiences there as one of many Christians: we often get very naïve about the past and very 
pessimistic about the present).

Deism today (sources in our cultural milieu):
Individualism:

– Emphasis on individuality, religious belief is entirely and individual issue.
– The idea is that religion is up to us—while we need to treat everyone around us with respect and 

care for their beliefs and self-definitions, we can form God to whatever shape we like.
– Our culture's automatic reaction and assumption is that we have the right to sit in judgment over 

every statement about God.
– We do this too: we all have favorite passages of Scripture that describe God how we like Him, and 

we read them often and quote them—but we need to be most humble and submissive when we are 
reading passages we don't naturally agree with.

Fact of a Pluralist society:
– We live in massive pluralism: Milford has a new Hindu temple, Yale brings religious perspectives 

from all over the world, etc.
– [How to deal with “that's your interpretation” attitude: We have to fight for the existence of 

objective reality in a postmodern society—that means when someone says, “that's just your 
interpretation” we have to say, “let's sit down and work though this—and get to the real truth!”]

– Our pluralistic context creates an atmosphere that breeds deism.

Our culture teaches tolerance:
– Tolerance is a bad virtue because it's too weak, not because it's too strong: we're called to LOVE 

people, not just tolerate them.

Reaction against Christian doctrine:
– The exclusiveness of Christian belief—only way, existence of hell, substitutionary atonement of 

Christ.
– This unpopularity leads people to water down the gospel—but keeping it “thick” isn't being harsh, 

it's holding out the amazing truth of the undiluted love of God!
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Confused teaching in “Christian” churches
– A typical Princeton chapel service: the only references to God are carefully vague, it's a deist 

service.  Nothing more.
– It's generic monotheism—but it wasn't even necessarily monotheistic; if you were a New-Ager you'd

have liked it; if you were a Christian you could have worked some value out of it for yourself.  “It is 
very non-Christian, but at the same time quite wonderful.”
– [Do we in the evangelical church use “Jesus” and fail to be truly Trinitarian?
– It's more a matter of content: we have a lot of services that are not explicitly Trinitarian, not 

explicitly Christian, not explicitly doctrinal, not explicitly Scriptural – historically all Christian 
liturgy has been so, and needs to be so today.]

Beliefs of Deism today:
• It's hard to use the word “belief” because they aren't convictions, just vague ideas.
• Dick Keyes, “far idols” and “near idols”: religion is a far idol—it serves some basic purposes but 

that's all (near idols are sex, money, power, security, etc.). Deism provides a distant being to fulfill 
the need for God—when we want to make a nice prayer at a funeral, get help on a test, etc.

1. Creator God:
• Americans believe in a clock-maker god who got evolution going and stepped back.
• Most Americans pray, but they pray for health, wealth and happiness.
• We need to make sure that our prayers are “Hungering and thirsting for righteousness” not just 

for dealing with the things we want—it's appropriate to pray for the things that come into our 
lives as struggles and needs, but that shouldn't be the focus of our prayer.

• This type of prayer can be a point of contact—the goal isn't to attack others, it's a challenge to us 
to not treat God like a giant slot machine. (Despite the fact that most of us treat Him like this, 
He's still very kind to us.)

2. All religions basically the same.
• Over 80% of those under 30-35 say this.

3. Acceptance of natural law
• Where, by “natural law” we mean a sort of fatalism. “Boys will be boys” (with reference to 

human nature); viewing the weather as independent of the will of God; que sera sera; believing 
that we should not pray for miracles because they can't happen (God is limited to naturally 
explained phenomena), etc.

4. Moral order:
• Our culture buys that there is moral order, “the God of Nature and Nature's laws” attests to it.
• We live in a fascinating moment of history where people believe both in an intrinsic moral order, 

and also in their right to do whatever they want.

5. No sense of corruption
• There is a lack of being able to see our own corruptness:
• Without a sense of sin in ourselves we can't see when we've gone astray—no sense of societal 

corruptness.
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6. Deists have a very optimistic view of human nature: confidence in human reason and moral 
conscience.
• World wars, actions of Communist regimes, recent Eastern European and African genocides 

refute this.
• Deist website www.deism.com demonstrates this

7. Pursuit of personal happiness 
• See above.

8. Vague optimism about the future
• 98% of Americans say that they are in charge of their own life and can bring about their own 

destiny.
• This was challenged by 9/11, but it rebounded very quickly.  It's rather distinctly American.  It's 

bound up with nationalism (because we're the only super-power). 
• As Christians we need to be very careful in evaluating how much of our confidence for our own

lives and for the world is bound up not in our Christianity, but in our nation.
• This is very much less held in Europe than in the USA; more on the West Coast than the East. 

(see Matthew Arnold, “Dover Beach”)

9. A Vague belief in the afterlife, but no real sense of judgement
• Most people simply do not believe that they are going to be held accountable for the things they

do.  Most people think that murderers, rapists, and child abusers are going to hell—but not us.
• 25-35% of Americans say that they are open to the idea of reincarnation—they don't realize that

the doctrine of reincarnation is totally opposite to the biblical doctrine of rebirth and eternal life:
the doctrine of reincarnation doesn't mean that an individual consciousness will be born again, 
but just that the substance of the god is throwing out another wave.

• There is no continuity between waves—westerners think that they learn some lessons here in 
this life, and more in the next, and more after that till they eventually get it right.

• Reincarnation isn't a comforting thought because in its home cultures life is terrible!
• A reason people are so open to New Age ideas is that there is nothing spiritually satisfying 

about Deism—it may fulfill some practical purposes but its a far idol—it doesn't address 
spiritual needs.

• But people who are deists consider that they have already tried Christianity and found it 
wanting – the fact is they haven't tried it—they confuse their deism for Christianity.

Engaging our secularist, moralist neighbors, friends, family:
• Helping people to see:

1) The beauty in their worldview comes from the image of God in them 
(their worldview “works”/is beautiful to the extent it affirms, conforms to, 
and is inspired by the Biblical worldview)

2) The insufficiency of their worldview apart from the God of Scripture
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Dover Beach 
By Matthew Arnold 

The sea is calm tonight. 
The tide is full, the moon lies fair 
Upon the straits; on the French coast the light 
Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand, 
Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay. 
Come to the window, sweet is the night-air! 
Only, from the long line of spray 
Where the sea meets the moon-blanched land, 
Listen! you hear the grating roar 
Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling, 
At their return, up the high strand, 
Begin, and cease, and then again begin, 
With tremulous cadence slow, and bring 
The eternal note of sadness in. 

Sophocles long ago 
Heard it on the Ægean, and it brought 
Into his mind the turbid ebb and flow 
Of human misery; we 
Find also in the sound a thought, 
Hearing it by this distant northern sea. 

The Sea of Faith 
Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore 
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled. 
But now I only hear 
Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar, 
Retreating, to the breath 
Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear 
And naked shingles of the world. 

Ah, love, let us be true 
To one another! for the world, which seems 
To lie before us like a land of dreams, 
So various, so beautiful, so new, 
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light, 
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain; 
And we are here as on a darkling plain 
Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight, 
Where ignorant armies clash by night.
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