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Into Exile  
Transitioning into a Post-Christian American Culture 

By S. J. Hatch 

 

 As downright ugly as the current political season has been, the one thing that is actually 
uncontested by all parties is that the November 2016 presidential election will mark a seminal turning 
point in American life.  A turning point to exactly what still remains to be seen, but there is general 
agreement that the old order is passing away and a new one is about to begin.  As a Christian teacher and 
leader, I see a palatable level of fear, even hysteria, within the conservative Christian community in the 
United States that is unparalleled in our history.  That requires some sober reflection as to where are we 
going, how we got here, and what God is doing in all this.  To put my bottom line up front:  no matter 
which candidate wins the election in November, the Christian community will be the loser and will be 
going into an internal exile.  The November election will starkly ratify the fact that we are living in a 
post-Christian American culture, and the cultural Christianity to which we have become accustomed will 
fade more rapidly.  We can expect more harassment in standing firm for the Faith.  I believe God is sifting 
His people, since He can better use a remnant truly committed to Him than a massive number who are 
lukewarm at best.  To be used, however, God’s remnant will need to be repentant. 
 

Is the Apocalypse Really Upon Us? 

 To hear Christians—especially conservative Evangelicals—describe things, the Apocalypse is 
upon us.  Both sides’ rhetoric charge that an election of the other candidate will result in nothing less than 
the destruction of the U.S. Constitution, descent into absolutist tyranny and the likely dissolution of the 
United States itself as a nation.  To posit anything less than that is seen as Pollyannaish.  Among the Right 
the tone is particularly shrill.  It has spent the last two decades making Hillary Clinton out to be, not 
simply a ‘60s progressive, but the moral equivalent of Ché Guevara or the House of Cards character Frank 
Underwood.  Thus, the prospect of her winning the Presidency has put conservatives into panic mode.  
Never mind the fact that Mrs. Clinton’s actual legislative and foreign policy record is largely center-left, 
and in the primaries she ran to the right of Bernie Sanders—an avowed socialist—on most issues. 

 Both sides also have the naïve view that whoever wins will have a free hand to impose their 
agenda on the country.  This is naïve because it ignores both the institutional and political realities.  The 
Founding Fathers set up a government that made the Executive, Legislative, and Judicial branches of the 
government co-equal with one another.  No one can totally impose an agenda without controlling all 
three, and such control is difficult to obtain.  No matter who wins, neither party will have anything more 
than bare control of Congress at best.  Both Mrs. Clinton and Mr. Trump are the most disliked and 
distrusted politicians of recent memory; a political backlash against whomever gets the White House is 
almost a certainty and that backlash will be institutionally reflected in Congress.  Although conservative 
Christians pin their hopes on Mr. Trump nominating conservatives to the courts, this is a weak reed to 
lean on.  All confirmations to the bench have to be approved by the Senate and neither side is likely to 
have more than a simple majority of the Senate.  Both parties can therefore block confirmation of anyone 
who is not a centrist.  It also should be further noted, that justices historically have been quite 
unpredictable once they get on the bench.  Several of those who have prompted the concerns of the 
Christian community for their decisions on high-profile social issues over the past few decades—e.g. 
Anthony Kennedy, Sandra Day O’Connor, David Souter, and (going back to the judicial activism of the 
1960s), Earl Warren—were all appointed by Republican presidents.  Both parties see the Supreme Court as 
a vehicle for pushing through an agenda they cannot get through Congress, and yet neither has been able 
to do that successfully on a sustained basis.  More than likely, we can expect continued divided 
government because the country itself remains still deeply divided. 
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 The overheated rhetoric and apocalyptic imagination is pushing Christians on both sides of the 
political divide become fundamentally dishonest and dishonoring to God.  The fear that conservative 
Evangelicals have of Mrs. Clinton has caused them to not only support but to embrace Mr. Trump—
despite the fact that his support for religious liberty is tepid, and his personal behavior, if done by any 
other politician (especially a Democrat), would be denounced as utterly reprehensible.  Non-Christians 
have called out the hypocrisy of Evangelicals on this score.  On the opposite side of the political 
spectrum, revulsion of Mr. Trump is causing other Christians to overlook or even whitewash Mrs. 
Clinton’s background, despite her own significant and well-documented ethical lapses.  At a time when 
the country needs Christian witnesses against the judgment and policy positions of both candidates, such 
witnesses are drowned out or dismissed from the political discussion.  Worse, the fear-driven emphasis 
Christians are putting on a political savior reflects a fundamental lack of faith in God’s sovereignty, 
regardless of whatever nod they make in that direction.  The de facto Christian motto may well be, “In 
God we trust—as long as our guys hold the reins of government.” 
 

The Underlying Significance the 2016 Election 

 So, if fears of the Apocalypse are overstated, does that mean that the election is not particularly 
meaningful?  Hardly.  For Christians, the current election plays into two disturbing trends. 

First, there is the challenge posed by a growingly assertive sexual libertinism.  Of all the views 
Christians hold, none clash more sharply with prevailing mores than those on sexual morality.  Historic 
Christian morality holds that the only legitimate context for sexual intercourse is within monogamous, 
heterosexual marriage.  The emerging popular consensus within the United States, however, is for a 
libertarian (really, libertine) view of sexual morality.  The LGBT movement is the most visible exponent of 
this trend, but it is important to realize that it is not the only mark of it.  It is true the LGBT movement has 
been exceedingly well organized and propagandized over the past quarter century, but it would not have 
had the traction that it has had were it not for the fact that sexual morality among heterosexuals has 
become increasingly libertine over the same period.  People are unlikely to criticize those of the LGBT ilk, 
when they themselves are practicing their own version of (heterosexual) libertine sexuality.  What is 
different between heterosexuals and those within the LGBT community is that the latter are asserting 
their orientation is not one they have chosen, but is instead (in a deterministic sense) one of nature.  
Accordingly, they demand that their sexual identity be affirmed, even celebrated.  A clash, therefore, is 
inevitable and this is what is bringing issues of religious liberty increasingly to the fore. 

 The second disturbing trend is what is happening with the Christian Church itself in the United 
States.  Even before recent U.S. Supreme Court cases like Obergefell et al v. Hodges in 2015, which struck 
down restrictions on same-sex marriages, things were not looking good for the Christian community 
here.  According to the Pew Research Center, the percentage of Christians in the United States declined 
from 78.4% in 2007 to 70.6% in 2014.  This decline was sharpest among mainline Protestants (-3.4%), 
followed closely by Catholics (-3.1%).  Evangelical Christians registered some decline as well (-0.9%).  In 
contrast, the big gainers were the religiously unaffiliated (+6.7%) and non-Christian religions, especially 
Islam and Hinduism (+0.8%).  While Islam and Hinduism each make up less than one percent of the U.S. 
population, the religiously unaffiliated (which includes atheists and agnostics) compose about 22.8% of 
the population.  These numbers are significant:  In 1990 the religiously unaffiliated made up about 10% of 
the U.S. population, so in roughly 25 years they have more than doubled.  Since the religiously 
unaffiliated have significantly more liberal views on social issues, it is a reasonable conclusion that the 
culture shift we see happening now in the political arena is being driven by these demographic shifts. 

 As I thought about the political campaign over the summer, I originally was inclined to think 
about two scenarios, one if Hillary Clinton won the election and the other if Donald Trump won, both 
bad in their respective consequences, but in differing ways.  With Mrs. Clinton likely to win the election 
and Mr. Trump lashing out wildly at virtually everyone, it is increasingly clear what the near-term future 
holds for the Christian community. 
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Both supporters and critics of Mrs. Clinton recognize that if she were to win the White House, 
then her overall policy approach would be largely consistent with that of the current administration of 
Barack Obama.  There is no question of her whole-hearted support for the LGBT agenda and for Planned 
Parenthood.  Her inclinations, then would be for an acceleration of efforts to legitimize LGBT rights (as 
“human rights,” per Mrs. Clinton’s rhetoric on this score) and redoubled opposition against any effort to 
curb abortions in the United States.  The big question if Mrs. Clinton were to win is what her political 
priorities would be.  The choice would be between “bread-and-butter” issues (e.g. education reform, 
employment, gun control, national security, etc.) and “culture war” issues (e.g. abortion, LGBT issues, 
etc.).  It is a well-established political reality that one cannot do everything at once.  The political 
calculation is that by focusing on “bread-and-butter” issues, one can solidify political gains.  “Culture 
war” issues become important as a sop to one’s political base.  If she were to focus on “bread-and-butter” 
issues, then that would probably would put “culture war” issues temporarily on the back burner.  This is 
because those issues would raise unnecessary backlash at a time when there seemed to be a realistic 
chance of getting a progressive “bread-and-butter” agenda through the legislative process.  This would 
mean rhetorical support for such “culture war” issues, but probably a reticence to push them at the 
outset.  Given Mrs. Clinton’s record in Congress, the practice of her husband’s Administration in the 
1990s, and the influence of her mentor in Congress, Senator Chuck Schumer, this is a more likely 
approach than not.  For the Christian community, this means a short term, relative reprieve on the 
“culture war” questions, while the Democrats look to consolidate their long-term political position. 

 Many Christian conservatives are betting their hopes Mr. Trump will win in order to avoid this 
future.  The problem is, Trump really is no better, and in some ways, is much worse.  First of all, when 
asked in repeated interviews about his views on religious liberty, Mr. Trump has consistently focused on 
the kind of symbolic issues that Christian conservatives have pushed in the past, i.e. religious displays in 
public places, public prayer and so forth.  He has been uncharacteristically silent about the challenges to 
religious liberty driven by the New Libertinism.  Tellingly, during his acceptance speech at the 
Republican National Convention, Mr. Trump offered to be tough on foreign terrorists who threaten 
America’s LGBT community.  The reference, obviously, was to the Orlando nightclub massacre, but Mr. 
Trump’s phraseology was not a general statement about combating terrorism; rather, he was trying to get 
support from the LGBT community.  Just as tellingly, it got one of the largest applause lines in his whole 
speech.  Clearly, Donald Trump’s Republican Party does not feel it owes anything in particular to social 
conservatives.  This is a marked change in the Party’s direction from the last 30-40 years.  Given the 
demographic trends noted above, this change is likely to be durable. 

 Lastly, there is the problem that Mr. Trump’s excesses are already discrediting the very causes he 
professes to support.  One can see this in his remarks earlier this year that women who have abortions 
should be criminally prosecuted.  This goes far beyond what the pro-life movement has ever advocated.  
While Mr. Trump subsequently backed off these remarks, his personal style is to never admit any 
mistake, ever.  Even now many people opposed to Trump equate evangelical support for Trump with 
evangelical support for everything he does or say.  This perception is reinforced the more that prominent 
Evangelicals defend or try to explain away Mr. Trump’s recent egregious comments on issues like sexual 
harassment and his views towards women, minorities and immigrants.  If he were to become President, 
those popular perceptions of the connection between him and the Evangelical community would be 
solidified.  Hopes Mr. Trump will moderate his excesses once in office are overoptimistic.  They run 
counter to his resistance over the last few months to any kind of “moderation” and his insistence on 
continuing to throw rhetorical bombs over any slights.  In addition, history has shown that the style and 
judgment a candidate exercises during his or her campaign tends to be the style they prefer to keep once 
they get into office.  This does not bode well for effective governance, and a failed Trump Administration 
would discredit the issues he has endorsed, including those espoused by social conservatives.  All-in-all, 
both parties are catering to a public is that libertarian on social issues and mixed on economic and foreign 
policy issues.  With both parties increasingly indifferent to social conservatives, the 2016 election may 
well mark the demise of the Religious Right’s half-century influence in American politics. 
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 What all of this means is, as I said before, no matter who wins, we lose.  The next few years will 
pose significant trials for us.  It follows from this that if the political realm is not going to go our way, it 
requires we think more concretely about how we are to live in a new and probably more challenging 
American culture. 
 

Why This O Lord?  What Are You Doing? 

This begs the deeper question of what is God doing through all of this and why.  Many 
conservative Christians are likely to answer this question in a twofold manner:  they will blame it on 
secularism in our society and, insofar as they confess any culpability for the current situation, they will 
focus on sins of omission:  that is, if we had fought harder in the political realm or loved others better, 
then we would not be in the situation we are in now.  Perhaps.  The example of the relationship between 
God and his people in the Old Testament, however, makes me wary of such glib assertions.  God had His 
chosen people, but He also, after much delay, brought judgment on them, first dividing the northern 
tribes from the southern ones, then by bringing the Assyrians down upon the northern kingdom of Israel, 
and then lastly by bringing the Babylonians down on the southern kingdom of Judah.  The Scriptural 
books of 1 & 2 Kings and most of the prophetic books are focused on these acts of God’s judgment on His 
own people.  Again, this brings us back to the question, “Why did God do this?”  Yes, His people sinned, 
but isn’t God a loving and a forgiving God (Exodus 34:6-7)? 

The first thing we have to remember about God’s working is that His agenda, first and foremost, 
is focused on the advancement of His kingdom.  It is not necessarily for the material prosperity and well-
being of any given people.  He has created and redeemed people for Himself for His glory.  Insofar as His 
people fear Him, heed His Word and endeavor to reflect His image, His mercy is upon them.  In the Old 
Testament, when they stopped fearing Him, when they stopped hearing His Word, and when they were 
indifferent to reflecting His image, then He withdrew His blessings on them and brought down His 
judgment as a chastisement on His people.  In the Old Testament, exile was intended to bring them to 
repentance and to turn back to faithfulness to Him.  In the New Testament, God judged His people 
definitively in Christ, so we need not fear His condemnation, but He will still chastise His people for the 
same reasons as in the Old Testament:  to bring them to repent and to return to being faithful to Him.  As 
the Apostle Paul indicates in Romans ch. 1, God may well exercise His judgment by giving people over to 
their desires.  Since our sinful desires, if realized, are often worse for us than we could ever imagine, such 
a giving over could really portend a wrenching judgment.  I suspect this is what God is doing right now, 
and that should have us trembling. God is sifting His people in America.  To be a Christian in this 
country in the coming years is something one will need to choose to do, not something one can assume 
because it is culturally acceptable.  For that reason, the size of the Christian community is likely to shrink. 
 

A Call to Repentance 

 This brings me to an important point.  In thinking about how we are to live in this new 
environment the first thing we as a Christian community need to do is repent of our sins of commission.  
Evangelical Christians for years have liked to quote 2 Chronicles 7:14 in connection with the moral 
situation in the United States: “If My people who are called by my name will humble themselves and pray and 
seek My face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their 
land.”  This is God’s promise to His people after Solomon’s dedication of the Temple.  Since the books of  
1 & 2 Chronicles were written after the Exile with the intention of encouraging God’s people to return to 
God, this verse probably does have a continuing application beyond its initial context.  The problem with 
how Evangelicals have typically cited it, however, is that they have not seen this as necessarily applying 
to Christians, except with regard to sins of omission.  Those other people—those homosexuals, those 
liberals, those secularists—need to repent of their sins.  In Scripture, when God chastises His people it 
typically was not because of their sins of omission; it was primarily because of the sins deliberately 
committed by them.  The heinousness of such sins is explicit:  apostasy, idolatry, oppressions, and 
immorality, amidst a lengthy list. 
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 I want to be clear here, that by “Christian community” I do not mean just our church or our 
denomination, but all those who self-identify as Christian.  If we need to repent, then we need to be 
specific regarding what we are to repent of.  In Scripture, the covenantal standard is the Moral Law (also 
known as the Ten Commandments or the Decalogue).  The Old Testament prophets repeatedly appealed 
to this Law in issuing their criticism and condemnation of the people.  The prophets were God’s 
covenantal lawyers prosecuting His suit against His people for breaking His covenant.  The Moral Law 
was first given by God at Sinai (Exod. 20:1-17) and then recapitulated on the plains of Moab before the 
Israelites entered the Promise Land (Deut. 5:6-21).  I think it is appropriate to apply the Moral Law to us 
as an American Christian community as well to think through our sins. 

 Let’s start with the Preface to the Decalogue.  In the Preface, the LORD describes Himself as the 

LORD their God, who brought them out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage (Exod. 20:2, 
Deut. 5:6).  The first thing to draw out here is that God is a God with whom we are in covenant.  The 
power with which He brought His people out of Egypt should be something that would make us fear 
Him.  Yet, at the same time, the fact that He desired to bring them out of bondage should a grounds for 
loving Him.  Because He has done this, we are bound to Him by His covenantal Word.  Do American 
churches actually fear the LORD, and if not, can they really appreciate the grace He has shown in Calvary?  
We pay lip service to the importance of having the Ten Commandments in our public governmental 
institutions, but far too many Christians cannot even name the Commandments and they typically do not 
appear in our churches.  In our churches—even among conservative Evangelical Christians—there is a 
view of God that reduces Him to little more than a vague conception of “love.”  There is little sense 
among contemporary Christians that our God is a God whose power and Word alone commands 
authority.  At the same time, there are many Christian academics and Christian leaders who, in the name 
of “intellectual freedom,” want to distance themselves from the authority of the Bible, claiming to make 
the Bible more “relevant” to moderns.  At its heart, this is a covenantal rebelliousness.  God does not take 
well to that.  The less the LORD is feared and the less seriously the Bible is taken, the less relevant 
Christianity seems to the country writ large.  The mainline denominations have led the way in this, and 
this explains their decline.  Evangelicals and Catholics are following a similar path, and will face a similar 
fate.  We must repent of our lack of fear of God and lack of authority accorded to His Word. 

 The First Commandment speaks of having no other gods before (ahead of) the LORD.  To 
reiterate the figure noted earlier, nearly 70% of the American public self-identifies as Christian, yet do we 
really believe in the God of the Bible?  As Ross Douthat pointed out in his 2012 book, Bad Religion, How 
We Became a Nation of Heretics, the content of what we profess to believe has changed markedly since the 
heyday of the mainline denominations in the 1950s.  Douthat, a Catholic columnist for the New York 
Times, observes four different strands of religiosity that characterize the American scene today: (1) Neo-
Gnosticism; (2) “Inward” Spirituality; (3) The “Prosperity Gospel;” and (4) and “Christian America.”  
Douthat would call these heresies, and while I do not disagree, I would be bolder and, per Paul’s 
comment to the Galatians (1:6-9), call them false gospels. 

Neo-Gnostics like Bart Ehrmann deny the veracity of Scripture by relativizing the faith, saying 
that what we now call Christianity is simply one of a number of different Christianities in the ancient 
world and all were equally valid.  Related to the Neo-Gnostics are the Techno-Gnostics, who seek to 
transcend the limitations of being human by a utopian faith in technology.  Such knowledge neatly 
dovetails with Douthat’s category of “inwardness.”  Having successfully denied the historic Christian 
faith, some of that “inwardness” can take the form of Eastern religions like Buddhism or Hinduism, New 
Age spirituality, or simply pietistic or mystical forms of Christianity.  In all of this, people are seeking an 
esoteric knowledge of transcendence from within that denies the picture of God that we get from the 
Bible.  More significantly, they are also denying the necessity of the atoning sacrifice of Christ at Calvary. 

It is easy for evangelical Christians to criticize those in Douthat’s categories of Neo-Gnosticism 
and Inward Spirituality, since it is the Religious Left that is more susceptible to those heresies.  The 
Religious Right, however, is more susceptible to Douthat’s other two heresies.  The Prosperity Gospel 
reduces God to being little more than a temporal blessings dispenser, and makes God contingent on men 
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claiming His power.  Such a theology denies the Cross—indeed, it denies any theology of suffering, 
claiming that any suffering is simply a manifestation of a lack of faith.  As for “Christian America,” while 
there is a legitimate need for Christians to correct secularist efforts to expunge any reference to 
Christianity as part of America’s heritage, there is nevertheless a real danger of making America out to be 
the New Israel, the new Chosen People of God.  Ironically, this repeats the sin of ancient Israel in 
assuming God is obligated to bless His “Chosen People.”  God does not serve at our behest. 

 Douthat’s heresies also illuminates an aspect of the current political campaign that is 
underappreciated:  if one breaks down the religious leanings of the core supporters for the two 
candidates, it appears that the Neo-Gnostics and Inward Spiritualists form the core of Mrs. Clinton’s 
support, while those tied to the Prosperity Gospel and “Christian America” are at the center of Mr. 
Trump’s support.  Indeed, Mr. Trump’s own personal debt to the Prosperity teachers like Joel Osteen is 
well documented.  Thus, the 2016 election can be seen not as a fight between Christians and non-
Christians, but between two different sets of heretics.  This only reinforces my earlier point that no matter 
who wins, those upholding historic orthodox Christianity will in the end lose.  Insofar as Christians have 
bought into these heresies, we need to repent of holding to false gods. 

 The Second Commandment prohibits worshiping God in ways He has not prescribed.  It is not 
my point to rehash the worship controversies of the last quarter century between traditional and 
contemporary forms of worship.  There is some merit to both forms.  The heart of the matter, however, is 
that we are not only to worship God in spirit and truth, but also with reverence and awe.  Our worship 
shapes how we conceive of God.  My fear is that we approach God too superficially, with too much 
emphasis on sentimentality and too little emphasis on the objective works God has done.  This is true in 
both traditional and contemporary worship.  We need to repent of coming to God in worship too glibly. 

 The Third Commandment regards honoring God’s name.  Typically, Christians reduce this to 
not using God’s name as a cuss word, with some Christians offering up a more substantive discussion on 
upholding and honoring oaths.  What this misses is the fact that as ones who bear the name of Christ how 
we act reflects back on our Lord, either to His honor or dishonor.  Beyond that, Americans are 
pragmatists, and American Christians equally so.  There has been no shortage of prominent Christian 
leaders in the last few years falling into scandal, only to have Christians in the pews shrug off such falls 
by saying everyone is broken and should be forgiven regardless whether there is genuine repentance or 
not.  Even when overt scandalous behavior has not been present, there has been a strong tendency among 
American Christians since the Second Great Awakening to put great emphasis on technique to draw 
people to the church, rather than relying on the “foolish and impractical” methods God has ordained for 
building His Church, namely the ministry of Word and sacrament.  In the eyes of the world, this gives 
Christians a reputation for being manipulative and insincere.  Moreover, it robs God of honor to which 
He is due.  All of these things dishonor the Lord, not only in His eyes but in the eyes of the world.  We 
need to repent of behaviors that dishonor Him and rob Him of honor and glory. 

 The Fourth Commandment requires that we keep the Sabbath day holy.  Christians love the 
movie, Chariots of Fire, about the inspiring example of Eric Liddell, the Scottish Olympian who in the 1924 
Paris Olympics refused to run the 100 meter sprints because they were held on a Sunday.  At the same 
time, however, would we really follow Liddell’s example in our own lives or the lives of our family?  
Would we pull our kids out of school sports events held on a Sunday?  Do we commit the day to the 
Lord, or do we figure that once we have checked the “church” box, then we are good for doing work, 
watching television or engaging in sports for the rest of the day?  The Lord calls us to spend time with 
Him, in both public worship and private devotion.  We need to repent of attitudes viewing the Lord’s 
Sabbath too narrowly or justifying holding it in too low a regard. 

 The Fifth Commandment requires that we honor our father and mother.  Surely here, one could 
argue, American Christians are doing well, given the emphasis churches and Christian ministries have on 
promoting healthy, godly families—and truth be told, this is a good thing.  Traditionally, however, the 
Fifth Commandment has been understood to go beyond merely supporting the family.  Since the family 
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is the building block for all of society, the Fifth Commandment extends to the issue of respecting lawful 
authorities, whether in the church, our vocations, or in government.  Americans pride themselves on 
being “independent” and “self-reliant” and are really resistant to authority.  If we as Christian do not like 
the authority of the church, we go to another more inclined to tell us what we want to hear.  We backbite 
and slander our bosses, and we are absolutely cynical about our political leaders, wishing they were 
slapped down, kicked out, jailed, or even killed.  In saying this, I am not trying to make a brief for 
unquestioning obedience to authority.  There are occasions when church leaders abuse their authority, 
when our bosses act wrongly, and when our political leaders fail to show leadership for the greater good.  
On those occasions, such failures and shortcomings must addressed in such a way that still demonstrates 
a respect for the position of authority.  They do not justify a pervasive attitude of disrespect to authority.  
Ultimately, all authority is under the sovereignty of God.  We need to repent of the disrespect towards 
authority that we have harbored in our hearts. 

 The Sixth Commandment says that we shall not murder.  Here, too, the Evangelical and 
Catholic communities have an opportunity to commendation:  they have for forty years been standing on 
the side of life in the face of issues like abortion, euthanasia, assisted suicide and the like.  We are right in 
standing against the death culture of our society.  That said, our Lord Jesus Christ Himself raises the bar 
on this commandment in His Sermon on the Mount (Matt. chs. 5-7, particularly 5:21-26).  It is more than 
just physical murder; there is the attitude of the heart.  We are more than inclined to label people and this 
is especially true in politics: “Hillary is pushing the Far Left agenda;” “Bush is a right-wing extremist,” 
and so forth.   Such labels short-circuit critical thinking, relativize meaningful distinctions, undermine 
genuine discernment, and dehumanize individuals.  If everybody is an extremist, then we literally have 
no terms left to describe those who really are dangerous.  Moreover, once we stick a label on somebody or 
some group, then it is not hard to up the vitriol, even to the point of wanting violence to be done to them.  
The political process and advocacy groups feed on this and foster polarization, which in turn only 
prevents anything constructive from being accomplished.  We are all guilty of this and this has to stop.  
We need to repent of how we have labeled those whom we dislike and we need to love our enemies as our 
Lord commanded. 

 The Seventh Commandment prohibits adultery.  As with family issues, the Christian 
community over the past few decades has tried hard to address the challenge of broken marriages.  
Certainly, those Christians experiencing broken marriages need to work through the biblical and personal 
issues with the leadership of the Church, especially if the marriage is heading for divorce.  As has been 
much discussed, the bigger problem is with the epidemic of sexual immorality surrounding Christians 
today.  This epidemic is creating an attitude of collusion in corruption or hypocrisy.  With the former, as 
many Christians increasingly engage in sexual sins, they become unwilling to stand against other sexual 
sins.  It is telling that 57% of all Americans support same sex marriage, when 70% self-identify as 
Christian.  Same sex marriage would not have the support it currently does if at least a third of all 
Christians did not support it.  On the other hand, it has become sadly common for some Christian leaders 
who are strenuously opposed to certain sexual sins to then be revealed in their own sins, whether 
extramarital affairs, sexual abuse, or wanton disregard for preserving their own marriages.  This 
dishonors the Lord.  We need to repent of our indulgence in sexual immorality. 

 The Eighth Commandment prohibits stealing.  Christians are all over the map on this.  The 
Religious Right is quick to decry government taxation as a form of “stealing,” but turns a blind eye to 
ways in which companies exploit others.  The Religious Left is all-too-willing to encourage punitive 
government taxes against the wealthy, but is not sensitive to the dignity of the poor inherent in being able 
to work.  Both want the courts skewed in favor of groups they support.  On an individual level, I have 
heard from Christian businessmen who have said that some of the most dishonest clients they have 
had—for example, in constantly changing their demands and not being forthcoming in payment for 
services rendered—are other Christians.  Moreover, there are too many cases when Christians have been 
irresponsible stewards of monies entrusted to them for ministry purposes, wasting or misappropriating 
them.  We need to repent of our dishonesty in all this. 



8 

 The Ninth Commandment’s prohibition against bear false witness against one’s neighbor gets 
at the issue of truth.  Although this has been a problem for a while, this political season is exacerbating it 
considerably.  Are we really committed to the truth?  To be so, we need to be committed to hearing out 
both sides of an issue.  We need to exercise discernment, patience and good critical thinking.  Too often, 
however, Christians like the rest of society live in their ideological echo chambers.  We are quick to 
believe the most malicious lies about people whom we dislike, and quick to justify or explain away 
reprehensible behavior in those whom we support.  Indeed, we celebrate those who are shameless in 
lying about people or things which we dislike and reward them for “telling it like it is.”  Moreover, we 
are increasingly indifferent to correction, especially if it comes from the media or our opponents, seeing 
that as a compromise of “our side’s position.”  This has to stop.  We need to repent of the attitude that 
puts partisanship ahead of the truth. 

Lastly, there is the Tenth Commandment, about covetousness.  The fabric of our society is built 
around gratifying our desires, of seeking status and prominence.  Within our churches and ministries, we 
have glorified celebrity leaders, those with large ministries and prominent influence, while often 
distaining the faithful ministers of small congregations.  One megachurch pastor recently even went so 
far as to claim that small churches were inherently “selfish” because they were not trying to become 
megachurches that could provide numerous services.  We have at times functionally elevated parachurch 
ministries over the church itself, commending the former for “doing the real work of ministry” and 
criticizing the latter for not doing more or doing what we want.  This is sheer worldliness.  Given how 
modern Evangelicalism rose to prominence in the United States after the Second World War, Evangelicals 
have come to expect having access to the corridors of power and influence within certain sectors of 
society, especially in the 1980s through the 2000s.  The Mainline Churches were very much like this in 
previous decades.  This too is worldliness.  We need to recognize this and repent of it. 

 To lose the cultural Christianity that has characterized American life for much of the history of 
the Republic will be a wrenching change for many Americans.  But in the broader panoply of the 
Kingdom of God, it will mean American Christians finally will be more like Christians everywhere else in 
the world:  aliens and strangers in their own lands, longing for their true homeland in the eschatological 
realization of the Kingdom.  What will God be doing in bleak circumstances before us?  I think He will be 
sifting those who call themselves Christian.  A “Christian” community engaged in the heresies Douthat 
has identified is one that is not reflecting the image of God and is therefore not glorifying God.  God can 
do a lot more with a lot less: one need only remember the story in Judges ch. 7 of Gideon and how God 
reduced the numbers of his force from 32,000 to 300, yet this tiny force triumphed over the Midianites.  
Today, those who repent will be among the remnant; those who do not, will not be.  Thus, more so than 
revival it thus behooves us to pray for genuine repentance among God’s people.  That said, we can and 
should expect the numbers of Christians in the United States to go down.  It will get darker, and the Lord 
told us of this (see Matt. 10:16-31ff).  But with the darkness, the light of Christ shines brighter. 
 

Exile and Cultural Renewal 

 To hear the rhetoric of some Christians, one or another outcome of the November election will 
mean that the apocalypse will be upon us and that our only options are either acquiescence in wickedness 
or to grab our guns and head for the hills in forming a resistance movement.  Realistically, those are not 
our options.  First of all, if we acknowledge Christ as our Lord, we cannot acquiesce in wickedness.  The 
words of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego—who resisted Nebuchadnezzar’s insistence that they 
engage in idolatry—need to be our words: 
 

“If that is the case, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and He will 
deliver us from your hand O king.  But if not, let it be known to you, O king, that we do not serve your 
gods, nor will we worship the gold image which you have set up.”  (Daniel 3:17-18) 
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As for the other end of the spectrum, maybe there will come a point in which we will need to take up 
armed resistance, such as the Jews did under Mordechai’s influence when they rose up and attacked 
those who were intent on killing them (Esther 9:1-6), but I do not think we are there yet.  Our enemies 
may be looking to intimidate us, bully us, and harass us, but they are not yet demanding our lives.  In the 
near future, we definitely will need to be fighting in the courts and in the public square for our liberties.  
That said, what is more important is that we need to recover a theology of suffering and a renewed 
understanding of what it means to take up the cross for Christ.  As our Lord as said, if we are to be 
worthy of Him, we need to take up our cross (Matt. 10:38).  Just as the churches in Revelation chs. 2-3 
were called to overcome, so too are we called to do so. 

 I have chosen to spend as much time as I have calling for repentance for our sins of commission 
because without it, any talk of changing the culture is utterly meaningless.  I think the metaphor about us 
going into Exile is particularly apt, even though we are not being physically relocated. Between 604 and 
586 BC the Babylonians had three waves of deportations of the people of Judah.  In the midst of these, the 
prophet Jeremiah wrote to those in exile, and said: 
 

“4Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all who were carried away captive, whom I 
have caused to be carried away from Jerusalem to Babylon:  5Build houses and dwell in them; plant gardens 
and eat their fruit.  6Take wives and beget sons and daughters; and take wives for your sons and give your 
daughters to husbands, so that they may bear sons and daughters—that you may be increased there, and 
not diminished.  7And seek the peace of the city where I have caused you to be carried away captive, and 
pray to the LORD for it; for in its peace you will have peace. 

8For thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel:  Do not let your prophets and your diviners 
who are in your midst deceive you, nor listen to your dreams which you have caused to be dreamed.  9For 
they prophesy falsely to you in my name; I have not sent them, says the LORD. 

10For thus says the LORD: After seventy years are completed at Babylon, I will visit you and 
perform My good word toward you, and cause you to return to this place.  11For I know the thoughts that I 
think toward you, says the Lord, thoughts of peace and not of evil, to give you a future and a hope.  12Then 
you will call upon Me and go and pray to Me, and I will listen to you.  13And you will seek Me and find 
Me, when you search for Me with all your heart.  14I will be found by you, says the LORD, and I will bring 
you back from your captivity; I will gather you from all the nations and from all the places where I have 
driven you, says the LORD, and I will bring you to the place from which I cause you to be carried away 
captive.”  (Jeremiah 29:4-14) 

 
The LORD’s instruction to His people was as counterintuitive then as it sounds to us today.  The people of 
Judah had gone through an apocalypse and had their nation destroyed.  The prophets who were claiming 
there could still be one last stand to hold off a collapse—the normal reaction, under the circumstances—
were rejected by the LORD.  Nevertheless, God’s guidance to the Exiles is guidance for us as well as we 
confront our future. 

 While in Exile, God’s people would be in communities and God’s instructions to them need to be 
understood in that context.  There was an inward, community-building aspect and an outward-facing 
community expanding aspect.  The inward aspect involved going about their daily lives, building their 
families and centering themselves on the LORD in faithful recommitment to Him.  The outward aspect 
meant praying and working for the good of the city they were going to.  In biblical history, Judah was 
never restored to the glory it had before the Babylonian attacks.  That does not mean God’s promises 
never came to pass.  God’s restoration was of His people, not of the specific nation of Judah.  While a 
remnant did eventually return to Judea, the diaspora communities that were created during the Exile 
flourished even after some Exiles returned to Judea.  In the New Testament period, those same diaspora 
communities became the hubs for evangelizing the world with the Gospel. 

 Over the years, American Christians have held different models of how to change the culture.  
The predominant paradigm for the last 40 years, at least among the Religious Right, has been top-down 
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approach, concentrating on having access to the institutions of power, supplemented by a bottom-up 
approach of evangelism.  In a nutshell, the thinking has been that the evangelistic efforts would 
transform people and transformed people by their very nature would transform communities.  The top-
down efforts were to provide the legal bulwarks to facilitate this.  Parachurch ministries have had the 
lead on both of these prongs, with the assumption that new Christians would be naturally assimilated 
into the context of an overall Christian culture.  That paradigm, however, will have to change.  We are not 
going to have access to the institutions of power much longer, and the bulwarks are being removed.  As 
the Great Sifting reduces the total number of Christian and the vestiges of a Christian culture, we will be 
in a situation in which being a Christian will require a positive decision, not just assumption of the 
surrounding cultural norms.  Given recent judicial decisions, Christian schools and parachurch ministries 
will be particularly vulnerable to persecution, even more so than institutional churches.  As such, there 
probably will be a reconsolidation of activities previously done in parachurch ministries into the churches 
proper.  While churches will not be immune from persecution, as institutions they do have a recognized 
place within society.  Within the United States, because of the First Amendment there is a higher political 
threshold for taking on churches as institutions in matters predominantly related to religious belief.  This 
does not mean the government cannot challenge them; it just means there is a more defined basis for 
them resisting the government in doing so. 

Rather than an activist-like movement phenomenon, such as what has existed for the last 50 
years, we are moving (back) toward what I would call a “covenantal community” paradigm.  With a 
diminishing Christian culture, churches alone will have to provide the Christian context for nurturing the 
faith.  The inward community-building aspect requires, first and foremost, for us to be faithful to the 
LORD.  This entails several things:  first, we will need re-embrace Scripture as the Word of God 
authoritative for our lives.  That does not simply mean reaffirming the inerrancy of Scripture.  It means 
becoming familiar with the redemptive-historical narrative in its richness, rather than reducing it to 
catchphrases like “Law and Gospel” or the “Two/ Four Chapter Gospels.”  It also means we need to 
understand what the Bible teaches systematically in terms of different doctrines, because that will be 
necessary in applying Scripture to our lives.  Second, it means there is a responsibility of the covenantal 
community to genuinely love one another, but also a willingness by individuals to accept the authority of 
that community in our lives.  The church is not simply a collection of individuals who have made a 
decision for Christ.  It genuinely needs to be a community, complete with legitimate authorities.  Lastly, it 
will mean glorifying God in worship that is deeply spiritual, doctrinally true, reverent and awe-filled, not 
as a tool for “evangelizing” outsiders.   The outside world will view Christian worship as weird—and it 
should.  In fact, the world always has viewed our worship as weird.  In the end, that does not matter: our 
worship is for God’s glory, not to impress men. 

 As for the outward-facing aspect, faithfulness to our LORD will necessitate a clearheaded 
calculation of what the costs will be for us and a decided determination ahead of time that we will pay 
those costs.  That is not likely to come cheap.  The frontlines in challenges to our faith will come in the 
schools, in our workplaces and in parachurch ministries, but the churches themselves will not be 
immune.  Yes, while as citizens it is our right to organize politically and to engage the courts in defense of 
our religious liberty.  Nevertheless, that is not where our primary call is or where the primary battle will 
be.  We are called to exhibit a faithful presence in our society.  That witness will need to include 
evangelism, but also hospitality, mercy to others, and seeking to work well and work for the flourishing 
of others.  Culture will be changed from the bottom up, as the Gospel is worked into our lives and the 
lives of those around us.  In the near term, this means we will need to explicitly love our neighbors—even 
when we disagree with them politically. 

 Some writers, like Rod Dreher, have talked about what he calls the “Benedict Option,” so named 
for Benedict of Nursia, who founded a rule for monastic living that was widely appropriated in Medieval 
Europe.  These monastic communities provided a vehicle for the preservation of Christianity and classical 
civilization.  Dreher’s “Benedict Option” has been criticized for not adequately explaining how one could 
have a monastic-like community without actual monastics.  There is some validity to such criticism.  I 
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think this paradigm of covenantal community is both more biblical and resolves those difficulties 
inherent in Dreher’s “Benedict Option” because it does not assume a monastic approach.  It also is not 
alien to the American experience. 

 This also will necessitate a different view of the Church, and, I think, a recommitment among the 
Reformed to the Spirituality Doctrine of the Church.  For those not familiar with it, the Spirituality 
Doctrine of the Church is an Old School Presbyterian view of the relationship between the Church and 
the State, which holds that while the Church can and should speak to particular moral issues insofar as 
Scripture itself speaks to them, the Church cannot speak as the Church in taking specific stands on 
particular political issues because its focus and its character is on matters spiritual (i.e. the Gospel).  
Admittedly, this doctrine has been and continues to be controversial within Reformed circles.  For me, 
having experienced the political excesses of both the Religious Left and the Religious Right in years past, 
I have come to appreciate the value of the doctrine in helping to keep the Church focused on her Lord 
and His Gospel.  The contemporary importance of rediscovering the Spirituality Doctrine of the Church 
stems from the political activism of the Religious Right and the Religious Left in the past few decades.  It 
is no coincidence that religious indifference and anti-religious sentiment in society increased 
commensurately with religious political activism.  In a time of growing harassment, the Church needs to 
pick its fights carefully and it will have difficulty doing that if it maintains the pretensions of steering all 
of society via political activism. 

 For years conservative American Christians have taken John Winthrop’s words in 1630 regarding 
the “City on the Hill” as an optimistic statement of America’s (Christian) Manifest Destiny.  That is not 
how Winthrop meant it; he meant it as a warning.  Winthrop drew the phrase from Matt. 5:13-16, where 
our Lord says that salt that loses its saltiness should be trampled underfoot by men and a city set on a hill 
cannot be hidden.  In Winthrop’s “Model of Christian Charity,” the phrase comes at the end of his 
address to his fellow Christian colonists on the Arbella as they embarked on the Great Migration to 
Massachusetts Bay.  After laying out an extended discussion of what it means in a covenantal community 
to practice justice and mercy, Winthrop uses the phrase in discussing the implications of unfaithfulness to 
the LORD.  For us, it is worth considering the fuller context of Winthrop’s words: 
 

“For we must consider that we shall be as a City upon a Hill.  The eyes of all people are 
upon us, so that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so 
cause him to withdraw his present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through 
the world.  We shall open the mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways of God, and all 
professors for God’s sake.  We shall shame the faces of many of God’s worthy servants, and cause 
their prayers to be turned into curses upon us till we be consumed out of the good land whither 
we are going. 
 “And to shut up this discourse with that exhortation of Moses, that faithful servant of the 
Lord, in his last farewell to Israel, Deut. 30.  Beloved, there is now set before us life and good, 
death and evil, in that we are commanded this day to love the Lord our God, and to love one 
another, to walk in his ways, and to keep his commandments and his ordinance and his laws, 
and the articles of our covenant with him, that we may live and be multiplied, and that the Lord 
our God may bless us in the land whither we go to possess it.  But if our hearts shall turn away, 
so that we will not obey, but shall be seduced, and worship other gods, our pleasures and profits, 
and serve them; it is propounded unto us this day, we shall surely perish out of the good land 
which we pass over this vast sea to possess it.  Therefore let us choose life, that we and our seed 
may live by obeying his voice and cleaving to him, for he is our life and our prosperity.” 

 
For neither Jesus (in His Sermon on the Mount) nor Winthrop (in his “Model of Christian Charity”) was 
the “City on a Hill” ever an actual nation.  In both cases, it was God’s people.  It is we as Christians—not 
America—who are the City on the Hill.   If we are to change the culture of a nation, then we need to 
recover our sense of living in communities of the Covenant. 




