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Welcome to Postmodernity
In his book Reality Isn't What It Used To Be, Walter Truett Anderson tells

of standing one day on a cliff overlooking the Pacific ocean. He was looking
down at a sea otter that bobbed in the surf far below. The otter floated happily
and busily on its back in the water, holding an abalone in its forepaws and
cracking the abalone's shell with a rock. The waves were coming in, and the
otter was rocking about gently on the surface. The little animal was constantly
moved this way and that way by the water, but seemed to pay no attention to this
movement as it concentrated on its task. Then Anderson says, "I thought, how
different from mine its experience of life must be, living in a medium in such
flux and so unlike the hard ground on which I stood. But as I thought about it
further, I realized that the medium in which I live is far more turbulent than
anything the sea otter could ever conceive ofÑbecause as a human being, I bob
about in a sea of symbols, an ocean of words."1

What Anderson has in mind is the collapse of belief taking place in our
postmodern society because of the overabundance of words and the competing
moral vision they articulate. Words communicate ideas. They shape perceptions
of reality. An ocean of words in our postmodern world is creating a smorgasbord
of diverse values and beliefs where the permanent rightness of certain beliefs
and values is no longer accepted, where the idea of objective or absolute or ul-
timate truth is fast becoming an archaism in our pluralistic American society.

                                                            
1Walter Truett Anderson, Reality Isn't What It Used To Be: Theatrical Politics, Ready-to-Wear

Religion, Global Myths, Primitive Chic, and Other Wonders of the Postmodern World (HarperSan-
Francisco, 1990), ix.
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Like waves coming in and going out, our  postmodern world brings constant
flux and change. Five fundamental changes characterize the postmodern world
viewÑways of looking at reality/unreality that are evident in actions people are
taking in relation to politics, religion, ethics, and culture. These changes include:

1. Changes in thinking about thinking. There is a growing awareness of the
multidimensional, relativistic quality of human experience and the mindÕs ability
to see itself and to see itself seeing itself and to step outside of reality constructs
to examine them. This opens the way toward the idea that all explanations of
reality are themselves constructionsÑhuman, useful, but not perfect.

2. Changes in identity and boundaries. Postmodernism is the age of fading
boundaries, the twilight of a mind-set that structured reality with sharp lines.
The boundaries between nations, races, classes, cultures, religions, moral sys-
tems, have all become less distinct. With it comes the loss of one-dimensional
social identities. Multiple identity has become a common feature of postmodern
life.

3. Changes in learning and the purpose of learning. The kind of learning
that becomes necessary for survival in the postmodern age is the discovery kind
of learning that includes an ongoing process of reality-construction.

4. Changes in morals, ethics, and values. Postmodernism accepts morality
and moral discourse as a living and central element in human existence. Moral-
ity is not merely handed down, but learned and created and re-created out of
experience and in dialogue with others. The morals of today are not the morals
of yesterday, and they will not be the morals of tomorrow.

 5. Changes in relationship to traditions, customs, and institutions.2 Obvi-
ously these changes are interrelated. Changes in thinking and about thinking
affect ethics and values. And changes in identity and boundaries affect relation-
ships to traditions, customs, and institutions, etc. But ethics and values are the
ultimate bottom line of how all these changes really touch human life. Because
of this, ethics and values are, in fact, the driving force behind all other changes.
People are pursuing certain values and desire an ethic that facilitates those val-
ues.

I want to take a few moments to outline morality as it is expressed in the
postmodern perspective, then follow with a reality check on the emergent fiction
postmodernism creates with respect to ethics.3 Finally, I want to share some
pastoral perspectives for an Adventist ethos in the postmodern context.

                                                            
2Anderson 254.
3According to Grenz, ÒPostmodernism refers to an intellectual mood and an array of cultural

expressions that call into question the ideals, principles, and values that lay at the heart of the mod-
ern mind-set. Postmodernity, in turn, refers to an emerging epoch, the era in which we are living, the
time when the postmodern outlook increasingly shapes our society. Postmodernity is the era in
which postmodern ideas, attitudes, and values reignÑwhen postmodernism molds culture. It is the
era of the postmodern society.Ó Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1996), 12.
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Morality in Postmodern Perspective
Anyone tuned into the contemporary dialogue on postmodernism knows

that when it comes to the question of the postmodern approach to morality, it is
all too often associated with the celebration of the supposed  ÒemancipationÓ
from moral standards and the disavowal of moral responsibility.4 We are wit-
nessing, some assert, the Òdemise of the ethicalÓ and the transition to a new
Òpost-deonticÓ era where we are placed beyond moral duty. Morality is seen as
having reached the end of the line. Such fashionable pronouncements cascade
from the scientific and academic community, the arts, as well as the entertain-
ment and news media, saturating our societyÕs view of ethics and morality so
that the average GenXer believes there are no rules, no right, no wrong, no
meaning, and no absolute truth.5

I particularly single out Generation X because it is the first generation to see
the world through postmodern eyes. This generation truly thinks differently,
perceives differently, believes differently, and processes truth differently from
any previous generation.6 It is the generation leading the way towards relativ-
ism. According to Barna, adults in this generation reject absolute truth by a
staggering 78 percent.7 The significance here lies in what Eugene Peterson refers
to as Òunwell in a new way.Ó He notes that there was a time when ideas and liv-
ing styles were initiated in the adult world and filtered down to youth. Now the
movement has been reversed: lifestyles are generated at the youth level and
pushed upward. Dress fashions, hair styles, music, and morals adopted by youth
are evangelically pushed on an adult world, which in turn seems eager to be
converted.8

But the collapse of belief taking place in postmodern society does not, it
turns out, really result in a collapse of morality: quite the opposite. According to
Anderson:

ÒThe early postmodern years are bringing, instead of collapse of morality, a
renaissance of searching for principles of life that we variously call morals, eth-

                                                            
4Zygmunt Bauman, Postmodern Ethics (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1994), 2-4.
5Kevin Graham Ford, Jesus for a New Generation (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1995),

114, 115, 117; Anderson, Reality IsnÕt What it Used to Be; Steven Connor, Postmodernist Culture:
An Introduction to the Theories of the Contemporary (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1997); Thomas
Docherty, Postmodernism: A Reader (New York: Columbia UP, 1993); Joseph Natoli and Linda
Hutcheon, eds., A Postmodern Reader (Albany, NY: State U of New York P, 1993).

6Ford, 113.
7As cited by William D. Watkins, The New Absolutes (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1996),

27.
8Eugene H. Peterson, The Contemplative Pastor (Dallas: Word, 1989), 128-129. (To be fair, it

is true that many who have studied medieval and renaissance social history and literature would
assert that those in their teens and twenties have nearly always formed the styles of their eras.)
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ics, values. And this is not merely a single shift of values but a continual dy-
namic process of moral discourse and discovery.9

For the eminent sociologist and postmodern theorist Zygmunt Bauman, the
great issues of ethics have not lost their importance at all: they simply need to be
seen and dealt with in a wholly new way.10 He sees our postmodern era as pre-
senting the dawning, rather than a twilight, for ethics. The reality is not that
postmodernism brings an end to morality or ethics, but that it brings an end to
morality or ethics as modernism has framed it.11 Postmodernism brings a radi-
cally new understanding of morality and ethics over against the many paths pre-
viously followed by ethical theories which began looking more like blind al-
leys.12 I would suggest that as a  sociologist, Bauman helps us understand the IS
of postmodern ethics. I will only broadly outline his main thesis.

First, ÒThe distinctly postmodern ethical problematic arises primarily from
two crucial features of the postmodern condition: pluralism of authority, and the
centrality of choice in the self-constitution of postmodern agents.Ó13

According to Bauman, pluralism of authority simply means the apparent ab-
sence of any universalizing authority. This rules out, then, the setting of binding
norms which moral agents must obey. In effect it places moral responsibility
wholly upon the moral agent. In other words, moral agents face now point-blank
the consequences of their actions.  This increased moral autonomy naturally
leads to the question of ethical choice as a defining trait of postmodern agents.
ÒSelf-monitoring, self-reflection and self-evaluation become principle activities
of the agents, indeed the mechanism synonymical with their self-constitution.Ó14

In the postmodern context, moral agents are constantly faced with moral is-
sues and obliged to choose between equally well founded (or equally un-
founded) ethical precepts. The choice always means the assumption of responsi-
bility, and for this reason bears the character of a moral act.15 ÒIt requires us not
only to make moral choices, but also to add to our life-making responsibilities
the task of creating and re-creating our ideas of what morality is.Ó16 Bauman
terms this situation the Òethical paradox of postmodernityÓ:

The ethical paradox of the postmodern condition is that it re-
stored to agents the fulness of moral choice and responsibility while
simultaneously depriving them of the comfort of the universal guid-
ance that modern self-confidence once promised. Ethical tasks of in-
dividuals grow while the socially produced resources to fulfill them

                                                            
9Anderson, 259.
10Bauman, 4.
11Ibid., 2.
12Ibid.
13Bauman, Intimations of Postmodernity (New York: Routledge, 1994), 201.
14Ibid., 201-203.
15Ibid., 203.
16Anderson, 156.
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shrink. Moral responsibility comes together with the loneliness of
moral choice. . . . In a cacophony of moral voices, none which is
likely to silence the others, the individuals are thrown back on their
own subjectivity as the only ultimate ethical authority. At the same
time, however, they are told repeatedly about the irreparable relativ-
ism of any moral code.17

I want to note BaumanÕs reference to Òthe loneliness of moral choiceÓ and
the angst that this ethical paradox obviously suggests. The postmodern mindset
is in sharp contrast to the optimistic cultural forecasts modernism gave promise
of in terms of inevitable human progress through human reason, values, and
abilities. Modernism emerged out of the deep human desire for structure in a
world where human order appeared vulnerable and devoid of reliable founda-
tions. Modernism was the attempt to bring structure and order to human exis-
tence, to order society in a way where certainty, orderliness, and homogeneity
became the order of the day. Because modernism appears to have failed to de-
liver, postmodernity brings with it an existential insecurityÑa pessimism where
people are left alone with their fears not only about their own survival, but the
worldÕs survival.18

According to Bauman postmodernity has simply privatized our fears. This
privatization of fears means privatization of escape routes and escape vehicles. It
means DIY (Do It Yourself) escape. The only thing society can be expected to
offer is a set of Òself-assembly kits for DIY work.Ó The social world becomes
for the individual merely a pool of choices.19

Adding to this angst is a very practical dilemma: our consciences naturally
yearn to have our moral choices affirmed. That requires some objective truth
principle outside our own thinking, something postmodernism says doesnÕt ex-
ist.20 According to Bauman, Òthe moral self is a self without a foundation.Ó21 A
person can never be entirely sure that he or she has acted in the right manner.
ÒThe moral self is a self always haunted by the fact that it is not moral

                                                            
17Bauman, Intimations of Postmodernity, Ibid., xxii.
18Ibid., xxiv, xvii-xviii. ÒThe postmodern consciousness has abandoned the Enlightenment be-

lief in inevitable progress. Postmoderns have not sustained the optimism that characterized previous
generations. To the contrary, they evidence a gnawing pessimism. . . . The postmodern generation is
also convinced that life on earth is fragileÓ (Grenz, 13). See also, Ford, 113-118. (Some might say
they have merely internalized and taken to heart the ecological agenda, political cynicism, and
counter-cultural longings of their parents and so reaped the whirlwind.)

19Ibid.,  Intimations of Postmodernity, xviii.
20ÒBehind the postmodern ethical paradox hides a genuine practical dilemma: acting on oneÕs

moral convictions is naturally pregnant with a desire to win for such convictions an evermore uni-
versal acceptance; but every attempt to do just that smacks of the already discredited bid for domi-
nationÓ (Bauman, Intimations of Postmodernity, xxiii); ÒIn so many situations in which the choice of
what to do is ours and apparently ours alone, we look in vain for the firm and trusty rules which may
reassure us that once we followed them, we could be sure to be in the rightÓ (idem. Postmodern
Ethics, 20).

21Bauman, Postmodern Ethics, 62.
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enough.Ó22 It is moral, nonetheless, when it has set itself standards it cannot
reach or placated itself with self-assurances that the standard has been reached.23

Second, Bauman draws a contrast between moral responsibility and ethical
theories or rules. Ethics provides the tools for moral lifeÑthe code of moral
behavior, the assembly of the rules of thumb we follow. It answers the ever
burning human question, ÒWhy should I be moral?Ó In the postmodern perspec-
tive, however, previously followed ethical theories have not done a very good
job of either answering the question, ÒWhy should I be moral?Ó or outlining
appropriate moral life. In other words, it is the ethical theories and the ethical
rules that modernism has finally proved to be lacking.24 It is the ethical theories,
not the moral concerns of modern times, that have come to look like so many
blind alleys.25 According to Bauman, then, the postmodern perspective shows
the relativity of ethical theories and the moral practices which ethical theories
recommend or support, but not the relativity of morality itself.26

In addition, Bauman suggests that the plethora of ethical theories have each
in some way robbed the individual moral agent of his or her moral responsibil-
ity. Ethical theories and rules have depersonalized morality.27 The artificially
constructed ethical theories and rules of various sociological groups have dis-
solved the moral selves into an all-embracing ÒweÓ where personal moral im-
pulse, moral responsibility, and moral intimacy is lost.28 The failure of modern-
ismÕs ethical theory enables postmodernism to focus again on Òthe mystery of
morality inside meÓ rather than morality being something outside of me. Hence,
postmodernism becomes morality without external ethical code.29 The notion of
no universal standards does not release us from moral responsibility: it only in-
creases it. It brings moral responsibility home to where it should be, inside the
moral agent. Rules can be universalized, but morality canÕt. Moral duties make
humans alike; responsibility is what makes them into individuals.30

Finally, Bauman speaks of postmodernism as bringing the Òre-enchantment
of the worldÓ31The postmodern mindset represents an abandonment of the ra-
tionalist belief system. The postmodern framework allows for the existence of
realities that science cannot measureÑthe supernatural, the transrational, the
spiritual, the paradoxical, the numinous, and mystery.32 Postmodernism thus

                                                            
22Ibid., 80.
23Ibid., 81.
24Ibid., 14.
25Ibid., 2.
26Ibid., 14.
27Ibid., 16-36.
28Ibid., 47.
29Ibid., 31-36.
30Ibid., 53, 54.
31Bauman, Intimations of Postmodernity, vii-xi.
32See Anderson, 187-227; Ford, 123. As Anderson notes, in a chapter he calls ÒThe Magic Ba-

zaar,Ó Òwe seem to be in a world with more religion than there has ever been before. However, the



LICHTENWALTER: GENERATION ANGST AND ETHICAL PARADOX

465

opens up the ability to deal with aspects of morality that modernism often strug-
gled against. We learn again to accept contingency and respect ambiguity, to
feel regard for human emotions, to appreciate actions without purpose and cal-
culable rewards. Not all actions need to justify and explain themselves to be
worthy of esteem. There is the ability to live with events and acts that are not
only not-yet-explained, but inexplicable.33 It opens the way to re-personalize
morality, to get in touch with the Òmystery of morality inside me.Ó

Postmodernism elevates feeling to a level on par with, or superior to, ra-
tional thought. The postmodern worldview has intuition and emotion as its cen-
ter, not intellect. The first question asked by a postmodernist is not ÒWhat do
you think?Ó but ÒHow do you feel?Ó34 Subjective experience supercedes logic
and objective facts.35 Postmodernism creates a generation which is accustomed
to paradoxes and processes truth relationally rather than propositionally.36

Moral reflection and action follows accordingly. Such moral reflection and ac-
tion is ambiguous, paradoxical, and often processed relationally.

According to Bauman, Òthe postmodern re-enchantment of the world carries
a chance of facing human moral capacity point-blank.Ó37Postmodernity, one
may say, is modernism without illusions.38   As such it opens the way to moral-
ity without the illusionsÑmoral choices are indeed choices, and moral dilemmas
are indeed dilemmas. There is a certain amount of messiness to human existence
and moral reality. Moral conflicts do occur.

In summary, postmodern ethics includes the following: pluralism of author-
ity, centrality of choice, existential angst, re-personalizing morality, ethical sys-
tems discredited while morality is affirmed, and the re-enchantment of the
world.

Reality CheckÑthe Emergent Fiction
During the CBS evening news with Dan Rather, there is frequently a feature

called ÒReality Check.Ó During this news segment a report is made of some
claim or statement by a government official, politician, etc., and then bam, a big
rubber stamp comes across the screen that says, ÒReality Check.Ó The news
commentator then goes on to tell the other side (or the real side) of the issue in
order to set the facts straight. As a sociologist, Bauman has persuasively defined
morality from the postmodern perspective. He presents the IS of postmodern

                                                                                                                                       
situation is not really one to warm the heart of a true believer; the growth seems to have been quan-
titative rather than qualitativeÑmore things to believe in, but not necessarily more of what we used
to call beliefÓ (Anderson, 187).

33Bauman, Postmodern Ethics, 33-34.
34Ford, 128.
35Ibid., 115.
36Tim Celek and Dieter Zander, Inside the Soul of a New Generation (Grand Rapids: Zonder-

van, 1996), 51, 46.
37Bauman, Postmodern Ethics, 34.
38Ibid., 32.
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ethics. One may take issue with BaumanÕs own position on the issues he out-
lines, but his description of morality from a postmodern perspective is rather
fair. He is correct in asserting basically that moral responsibility touches the
heart of who I am as a person. He is correct, too, in noting that Òwe are not
moral thanks to society (we are only ethical or law-abiding thanks to it), we are
society, thanks to being moral. At the heart of sociality is the loneliness of the
moral person.Ó39 Our question is whether or not postmodern ethics as he has
described it fits moral reality, whether or not it fits what ought to be in terms of
human moral theory and practice.

First, the postmodern ethics Bauman describes shares some of the same as-
sumptions about human nature and the contingency of moral/social order that
modernism has projected. I tend to agree with Scott H. MooreÕs assessment. He
describes Òpostmodernity as a ÔturnÕ rather than as an epoch or an era. Postmod-
ernity is a modern problem and a modern phenomenon.Ó40 ÒPostmodernity is not
what comes after modernity falls away, but it is that turn in which modernityÕs
assumptions have been problematized and the continuity of our confidence has
been called into question.Ó41 Bauman would probably agree, as he himself states
that postmodernity is modernity without illusions.

There are some fundamental shared presuppositions, then, between mod-
ernism and postmodernism when it comes to ethics, human nature, and human
ability. Modernism celebrated human reason, human values, and the ability of
human beings to bring social/moral structure to personal life as well as to the
world. At bottom, postmodernism does the very same in that it celebrates the
human moral capacity and human natureÕs ability to rise to challenging moral
exigencies of contemporary society. It, along with modernism, is essentially
humanistic.

Second, while postmodern ethics correctly critiques previously followed
ethical systems for their apparent failure to deliver, and in doing so, asserts that
it is the ethical theories and ethical rules, not morality itself, that are being called
into question, it (postmodern ethics) nevertheless throws the baby out with the
bath water. It overlooks the fact that the real problem is not with ethical theories
per se, but with ethical systems that donÕt deliver. It denies the possibility that
there might be an adequate moral theory out there, yet to be grasped and articu-
lated for human moral formation and reflection. It also assumes an unnatural
dichotomy between moral responsibility and ethical theory where the moral
agent is said to be robbed of his/her autonomy or personal moral responsibility if
the demands of some external ethical theory becomes universal and binding.

In principle, ethical theories and moral responsibility are not mutually ex-
clusive. The universalizing of moral principles does not necessitate the dimin-

                                                            
39Ibid., 61.
40Scott H. Moore, ÒEra and Epoch, Epoch and Era: Christian Intellectuals in the Postmodern

Turn,Ó Christian ScholarÕs Review 26/2 (Winter 1996): 133.
41Ibid., 137.
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ishing of the moral self. What is needed is an ethical theory that affirms moral
responsibility in all of its necessary features and at the same time gives the
moral agent the motivation and guidance it needs towards right moral choice.

A valid critique of modernityÕs ethical systems does not necessarily mean
there are no valid systems at all. The apparent plurality of equally well founded
(or equally unfounded) moral authorities does not negate this either. In fact it
increases moral responsibility or choice, because the moral agent must become
informed enough on the issues to be morally discriminating if he or she is to
make the right moral choice.

In addition, the reality of human nature and the age-long phenomenon of
enduring human problems points to the existence of moral structure corre-
sponding to human nature. When the noted educator and prolific writer Morti-
mer Adler was once asked by a television interviewer, ÒHow do you know there
is a real, tangible world outside our minds?Ó Adler slowly turned his head to-
ward the interviewer, and without cracking a smile, said, ÒItÕs no mystery. The
world outside my mind never lets me forget it is there. When I run into a wall,
reality abruptly stops me. When I throw cold water on my face, reality wakes me
up. It I stub my toe or burn myself, reality brings me a taste of pain. If I ever
think the external world is not there, reality finds a way to slap some sense into
me. The external world is there. I have the bruises to prove it.Ó42

How could our postmodern society know for sure that there is moral struc-
ture to human nature and human relationships? The real moral world outside all
this great sounding postmodern idea of the relativity of ethical theories and rules
never lets us forget it. People on their own are stubbing their moral toes. People
on their own are getting beat up and hurt. And so with societies. The question of
ethics can never be pluralistic because the moral issues our world faces are very
much human and transcend time and culture.43  Bauman admits of this when he
states,

Not all ethical issues found in a postmodern habitat are new.
Most importantly, the possibly extemporal issues of the orthodox
ethicsÑthe rules binding short-distance, face-to-face intercourse
between moral agents under conditions of physical and moral prox-
imityÑremain presently as much alive and poignant as ever before.
In no way are they postmodern; as a matter of fact, they are not mod-
ern either.44

Human beings need an external moral compass (ethical theory) in order to
be morally  responsible. When I visited the famed and very beautiful Cliffs of

                                                            
42As told by William D. Watkins, 225.
43ÒThey have accepted a reality that isnÕt real, that doesnÕt square with either the physical

world or the moral order that is really there. They keep trying to live in the worlds of their own crea-
tion, but they keep running up against the real world, and they become bruised and broken in the
collision. . . . they are bucking reality and are getting beat up in the processÓ (Watkins, 226).

44Zygmunt Bauman, Intimations of Postmodernity,  201.
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More in Western Ireland, I learned something about rules and the centrality of
human choice. These impressive cliffs rise 700 or so feet from the Atlantic
ocean. Large open meadows roll right up to the edge where paths wind their way
along the precipices. Obviously people come to see and look down. And some
have fallen down. Over the years they have built miles of stone wall with warn-
ing signs along the way. I was intrigued with the way some of those signs
readÑthey donÕt  say, ÒPeople have fallen.Ó Rather, they read, ÒPeople are fal-
ling.Ó Despite warnings and barriers and slippery slopes and loose rocks, people
keep falling. Why? Because they donÕt take the warning signs seriously. They
donÕt need signs or fences. They think they know enough on their own. They get
close and look down because they are confident of their ability to judge the
situation.  Yet people keep falling and dying.

Ethical theory works within three interrelated levelsÑtheological and phi-
losophical bases, universal principles, and rules for action in specific areas of
life. When it is asserted that the moral agent needs no moral framework to work
within, we are basically assuming too much of our fallen human nature and are
overlooking how very much we need guidance in making moral choices. After
all, as Bauman notes, our inner being cries out for such universal objective
structure in order, not only to guide us through moral dilemmas, but to also as-
sure our conscience that we have done well.

IÕm intrigued with William D. WatkinsÕ assessment of the our postmodern
moral perspective in his recent book, The New Absolutes. Commenting on
whether or not relativism really rules the American conscienceÑDo we really
live as if right and wrong, truth and error, are up for grabs? Are we really oper-
ating without any sense of objective values?Ñhe states, Òthe answers lie not so
much in stated belief as in actual behavior. That difference makes all the differ-
ence in the world.Ó45 He asserts that:

We Americans are absolutists, despite any rhetoric to the con-
trary. Over the years, we have certainly changed what we believe and
how we live, but we have not embraced relativism. . . . The American
people may say they accept the notion that a truth claim or moral
claim is relative, but they do not behave as if this is true. Their be-
havior exposes what they really acceptÑthat what they believe is true
or right for them should be (and actually is) true or right for everyone
else.46

WatkinsÕ bottom line is that since we are a nation of absolutists at odds with
one another, our differences must be over different understandings of what we
believe is absolutely true.Ó47In other words, no one ever truly functions without
a world-view or system of absolutes. The  postmodern metanarrative is simply
that there are no metanarratives except oneÕs own.

                                                            
45Watkins, 34.
46Ibid., 44.
47Ibid.
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This brings me to Ecclesiastes and what I think Solomon has to say about
postmodern ethics and about postmodernityÕs ocean of words with their com-
peting visions of moral and spiritual reality. ÒFor in many dreams and in many
words there is emptinessÓ (Eccl 5:7). ÒThe fool multiplies words and no man
knows what will happenÓ (Eccl 10:14). SolomonÕs  point is that there are a lot of
words being spoken, some of which are just plain empty, and they all can cause
a lot of moral and spiritual confusion. Words are very powerful. They shape our
perception of reality.  They create reality for others as well as ourselves.

ThereÕs an old joke about three umpires that takes us to the heart of what
Solomon has in mind. They were sitting around having a beer after a baseball
game. One says, "There's balls and there's strikes, and I call 'em the way they
are.Ó Another responds, "There's balls and there's strikes, and I call 'em the way
I see 'em.Ó The third umpire says, "There's balls and there's strikes, and they ain't
nothin' until I call 'em."48 That third umpire is clearly postmodern.

Solomon is talking about our tendency to create our own reality through
words or describe reality as we see it or want it to be seen. Words express what
we think, what we want to see happen. Words for Solomon are very important.
God creates reality by what He says (Ecclesiastes, I suggest, was written with
Genesis in hand, as evidenced by its themes). God spoke and it was done. He
commanded and it stood fast. His word is truth. In a lesser way, we create reality
by what we say, whether verbally or in our minds.

In fact, Solomon himself did a little reality-creating. Referring to his writing
of Ecclesiastes, he says, Òthe Preacher sought to find delightful wordsÓ (Eccl
12:10). Solomon was a master preacher. An orator who knew the power of
words to create reality. A writer who understood what words can do. So he
chose beautiful words. Creative words. Words that would catch attention, con-
vince, persuade.

Besides, Solomon says, ÒBut beyond this, my son, be warned: the writing of
many books is endless, and excessive devotion to books is wearying to the bodyÓ
(Eccl 12:12). He understood the existential angst and soul wearing pain that
comes with the challenge of wading through all possible roads one could travel
to find the meaning and purpose of life, or to know how he or she should live
morally. The existential angst and soul wearing pain that comes with creating
oneÕs own reality, oneÕs own morality. Solomon tried it all, everything under the
sunÑthe hedonistÕs solution of partying harder, the philosopherÕs solution of
thinking deeper, the intellectualÕs solution of studying further, the materialistÕs
solution of acquiring more, and the religionistÕs solution of doing church.49 His
Òbeen there, done that, now whatÓ experience makes him very postmodern, and
with all the existential angst and soul wearing pain that goes with it. ÒI set my
mind to seek and explore . . . it is a grievous task which God has given to the

                                                            
48Anderson, 75.
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sons of men to be afflicted with,Ó he says (Eccl 1:13). ÒIn much wisdom there is
much grief, and increasing knowledge results in increasing pain,Ó he adds (Eccl
1:18).

It is astonishing that Solomon would write this when books were rare. In
much simpler times. In a pre-modern era. His thoughts apply to our postmodern
time as if the book were written only yesterday and suggest to me that the post-
modern condition is not all that different than any other age, except that it might
be more sophisticated, radical, and all-encompassing in terms of its influence
and grip on contemporary culture.

Ecclesiastes outlines the whole aspect of our postmodern  world and its per-
spective on moralityÑthe  bobbing like an otter in an ocean of beliefs and val-
ues and ideas. It includes the plurality of authority where we are pressed with
the centrality of personal choice and feel the angst and uncertainty and fear that
go along with it. For sure, there is the philosophical and practical emptiness of
all the explored ethical theoriesÑ a ÒBeen there. Done that. Now What? So
What! They donÕt deliver. IÕm empty and confused, and alone.Ó

We find, too, SolomonÕs rational attempt to dis-enchant his world by leav-
ing God out of the equation. A Danish philosopher tells the story of a spider who
dropped a single strand down from the top rafter of an old barn and began to
weave his web. Days, weeks, and months went by, and the web grew. It regu-
larly provided the spider food as flies, mosquitoes, and other small insects were
caught in its elaborate maze. The spider built his web larger and larger until it
became the envy of all the other spiders. One day this productive spider was
traveling across his beautifully woven web and noticed a single strand going up
into the darkness of the rafters. I wonder why this is here? he thought. It doesn't
serve to catch me any dinner. And saying that, the spider climbed as high as he
could and severed the single strand that was his sustenance. When he did, the
entire web slowly began to tumble to the floor of the barn, taking the spider with
it. That's what happened to Solomon. As Ed Young writes,

Somewhere along the way . . . Solomon clipped the strand that
united him with God above the sun and decided to find meaning and
satisfaction in a life lived strictly under the sun. In other words, he
chose a life lived on his own terms, in a natural dimension with no
reference to the divine.50

Reading Ecclesiastes we can sense how Solomon would systematically cri-
tique the ethical systems of his day and conclude in the process that personal
moral responsibility could never ever be gotten away from no matter how many
ethical systems didnÕt work.

In the end, Solomon calls for a ÒReality Check.Ó Like postmoderns, he ac-
cepts the need to re-personalize morality. He re-enchants his world and goes the
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next step to accept the reality that God has something to say, that in this ocean
of words there is a word from the Lord, that there are right and truthful words.

Notice how he ends Ecclesiates: ÒThe Preacher sought to find delightful
words and to write words of truth correctlyÓ (Eccl 12:10). He wanted to find
creative, captivating words. Convincing words. Persuasive words. But he
wanted to write words of truth. And he wanted to put these true words together
correctly. The NIV says it this way, Òwhat he wrote was upright and trueÓ (Eccl
12:10).

In effect, Solomon is pitting GodÕs word against the ocean of words in his
world. He is pitting GodÕs word against our words. He affirms an ultimate real-
ity. An ultimate authority. There are some Òwell-driven nailsÓ of certainty, as he
goes on to sayÑÒthe words of wise men are like goads, and masters of these
collections are like well-driven nailsÓ (Eccl 12:11). There are nails of certainty
to hang our perceptions of moral reality on.

It all comes down to this: ÒThe conclusion, when all has been heard, is fear
God and keep His commandments, because this applies to every person. Be-
cause God will bring every act to judgement, everything which is hidden,
whether it is good or evilÓ (Eccl 12:13, 14).   Human ethical systems discredited
while morality is still affirmed? Yes! Centrality of choice? Yes! Re-personalized
morality? Yes! Re-enchantment of the world? Yes! Plurality of authorities? NO!
Existential angst? Only if you donÕt fear God or accept His pattern for moral
life.

Like the otter, we can survive in a world of flux and movement because of
some very fundamental moral/spiritual principles that exist for all human beings,
no matter how much movement of ideas there may be around him or her.

Adventist Ethos in a Postmodern Context
In conclusion I want to touch on the question of what shape a Seventh-day

Adventist approach to ethics should include. I am not, here, outlining a compre-
hensive moral theory. I am merely reacting to postmodern ethics as I have just
described itÑplurality of authority, centrality of choice, re-personalizing moral-
ity, re-enchantment of the world, existential angst and insecurity, the discredit-
ing of prevailing ethical theories without relativizing moral responsibility.

Stanely J. Grenz ends his Primer on Postmodernism with a chapter on ÒThe
Gospel and the Postmodern Context.Ó51 Here he asserts that as Christians we
must both stand our ground and share ground in a postmodern world. I will in-
terpret him in the narrower context of ethics rather than the wider context of the
gospel which he has in view. On the one hand, we will reject postmodernismÕs
abandonment of the belief in universal truth and itÕs corollary for ethicsÑthere
are no rules, no right, no wrong, no meaning. If truth is relative, then morality is
relative. We can accept the plurality of authority as a sociological fact, but not
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an ideological one. As Alister McGrath notes, there is a difference between plu-
ralism as a fact of life and pluralism as an ideology. We can accept the former,
but not the latter.52

When it comes to the question of authority we will assume that God knows
what He is talking about and that He is the ultimate authority for ethics. We will
continue to affirm, as well, that Scripture is an ideal and primary moral textbook
that communicates morality through story, principles, concrete commands, and
divine example. The moral address of Scripture is from a personal God to us as
persons. The moral address of Scripture is internalÑdealing with being and do-
ingÑnot legalistic, abstract, or external. It speaks to the heart and examines our
intentions. It is sensitive to human beings in a sinful deprived condition, in need
of grace, forgiveness, moral vision, and power. And it is metacultural.

On the other hand, we will take advantage of postmodernismÕs critique of
modernismÕs assumptions and supposed accomplishments with its elevation of
human reason and its utopian social ethical systems for structuring human soci-
ety.53 Morality at bottom is not purely rational. Solomon said it succinctly:
ÒWhat is crooked cannot be straitened, and what is lacking cannot be countedÓ
(Eccl 1:15).  In other words, no amount of knowledge or rationalism will make
an immoral person moral, or a selfish person generous, an impure mind turn
from pornography. Nor does knowledge or rationalism make something of
nothing. It canÕt create something that is not there. If a void exists in a personÕs
life, rational knowledge will not fill it. According to Ecclesiastes, human reason
on its own opens the way toward much grief.

PostmodernityÕs re-enchantment of the world has opened up a tremendous
opportunity for Christian ethics. As Kevin Ford writes:

The postmodern mind set represents an abandonment of the rational-
ist belief system. The postmodern framework allows for the existence
of realities that science cannot measureÑthe supernatural, the trans-
rational, the spiritual, the eternal, the ineffable, the numinous. These
are all realities that are central to the biblical story . . . The collapse of
the modern worldview has given the Christian worldview a beach-
head in the postmodern mind.54

Win Manning asserts, ÒIt opens up the ability to deal with spiritual and
metaphysical issues on a level that was not possible twenty years ago.Ó55 Grenz

                                                            
52Alister E. McGrath, ÒThe Challenge of Pluralism for the Contemporary Christian Church,Ó

Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 35/3 (September 1992): 361-363.
53ÒInasmuch as postmodernity represents a perspective that calls into question the world of

facts, particularly the world of facts as the non-Christian, secular world understands it, then Chris-
tians have a vested interest in denying this world of facts. Thus, Christians have every reason to be
excited about the opportunities that are opened up by postmodernity, not because we deny the exis-
tence of just any collection of facts but because we deny the existence of a particular set of factsÓ
(Moore, 134).

54Ford, Jesus for a New Generation, 123.
55Win Manning of the George Gallup Institute as quoted by Ford, 124.



LICHTENWALTER: GENERATION ANGST AND ETHICAL PARADOX

473

suggests that the contours of a postmodern gospel would be post-individualistic,
post-rationalistic, post-dualistic, and post-noetic.56 I believe the same would be
true for ethics. Postmodern Christian ethics would undoubtedly be post-
rationalistic, post-dualistic, post-poetic, and post-individualistic. Ethics would
touch the whole person. Ethics would take people beyond mere knowledge of
right and wrong toward being and doing. Ethics would lead past human agency
toward objective truths and a personal God Who both commands and empowers.

I find GrenzÕs notion of a post-individualistic gospel (and thus Christian
ethic) very intriguing and useful for Christian ethics in a postmodern context.
One of the phenomena of postmodernity is the shift from the raw individualism
of modernity toward community and significant relationships. Truth in the
postmodern context is processed more relationally than it is rationally or pro-
positionally.57 Feelings and relationships supersede logic and reason. The same
is true for morality, ethics, and values. The postmodern mind does not respond
well to intellectual arguments. Logic is looser, but relationships are more power-
ful.   There is a social dynamic to moral thinking and decision making. A Gen-
eration Xer who mirrors postmodernism will say, ÒLet me see it in your life be-
fore you tell it to me with your words.Ó

This says volumes about the power of morally mature Christians to influ-
ence and mold peopleÕs lives, to model the beauty of biblical moral life in such a
way that one has the right to explain the reasons afterward. It is very biblical:
ÒFollow me as I follow Christ,Ó Paul says. Here lies the potential power behind
our unique message for this world filled with competing voices. Our power to
engage people with truth, whether theological or moral, will be in proportion to
the power that those truths have had in our individual and community moral
experience.

This brings me to my final thoughtÑthe enduring existential angst and in-
security that weighs so heavily upon our postmodern generation because of
moral failure, moral dilemma, and perceived (no matter how much postmodern-
ism will deny it) moral duty. The sense of helplessness, of hopelessness, of
gnawing loneliness, is real, driving many towards cynicism and ambivalence in
terms of any solution. Ours is the challenge of bridging to postmodern yearnings
and postmodern thirst. To assure them we are not out there on our own. That
there is someone we can trust. That there is  something we can trust. But they
must see the difference in our lives. They must be able to Òread between the
linesÓ of our everyday lives and the moral choices we make only sweet peace
and security. They must read in our Adventist ethos something other than the
confusion and angst that they find in our world.
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Alister McGrath suggests the most powerful solution is to orient ourselves
toward an event, not an idea, per se.58 That event is the story of Jesus. For our
media-saturated, story hungry postmodern generation, Leighton Ford suggests
ÒThe Power of StoryÓ59Ñwhere telling the story of Jesus and the story of how
Jesus has touched our own personal life creates vision which transforms char-
acter and yields compelling evangelistic influence and power to change peopleÕs
lives for Christ. It gives people a point of connection in their everyday lives,
enabling them to see how Jesus the Truth and the truth of Jesus can interact with
their own moral lives.

In conclusion I would have us note the words of Scott Moore:

the rules in postmodernity come down to this: the regulae fide. It is
the rule of faith . . . some of these rules are going to look very much
like premodern forms of discourse. Some of the rules are going to be
new and innovative and exciting. Some of them are going to be very
sensible and reasonable. They are going to be very modern because
postmodernity is not what comes after modernity falls away, but it is
that turn in which modernityÕs assumptions have been problematized
and the continuity of our confidence has been called into question.60

As Seventh-day Adventists we have the privilege of seizing the opportuni-
ties postmodernism brings us in a way that enables us to present a biblical alter-
native that genuinely fills the moral spiritual angst of a generation caught in
ethical paradox.
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