Summary of Francis A. Schaeffer’s A Christian Manifesto
This book presents the Christian perspective of life, particularly in the areas of law, government and ethics, and contrasts it with the humanistic perspective, which is the dominant one today. It shows how the Christian world view ought to affect every area of life, even to the point of civil disobedience and the use of force in self-defense, where necessary.

Chapter one is entitled, “The Abolition of Truth and Morality” and shows how a fundamental shift in world view from Christianity to humanism over the last century has had great impact on society. Unfortunately, many Christians have been slow to recognize this because they have focused on the bits and pieces rather than the larger problem, and because they have a defective view of Christianity, i.e. pietism. Pietism sharply divides between the spiritual and the material, and thus it tends to neglect many areas of life. True spirituality, however, is concerned with all areas of reality for Christ is Lord over all of life and Christianity is about total reality and truth. The humanistic world view, on the other hand, is based on impersonal matter, energy and chance. These two world views are antithetical and will inevitably lead to different conclusions about life. Liberal theology was an attempt to synthesize these two world views but in the end, it simply expressed humanism in theological terms. The term humanism simply means the placing of man at the centre of all things and making him the measure of all things. Humanists begin with man and confine knowledge to what man himself can discover. The divergent results of these two world views can be especially seen in government and law. During the Reformation, scripture was seen as the highest authority and man’s law was to be based on God’s law, which was above all. This brought about a form-freedom balance in government which acknowledges both societal obligations and individual freedom and rights. Those who hold to the material-energy, chance concept of reality have no basis for maintaining this balance. For them, man is but an animal and the operating principle is the “survival of the fittest”. This inevitably leads to brute force, arbitrary tyranny and authoritarianism. Humanism has no final basis for freedom, values or law.

Chapter two is entitled, “Foundations for faith and freedom”. It looks at the world view which the founding fathers of the United States had and how it affected their concept of law and government. There was a close relationship between Christianity and the founding of the nation. God was recognized as the highest authority and the government was to rule under His law. The First Amendment had two purposes, namely, that there will be no established national church and that the government should not interfere with the free practice of religion. Unfortunately, this concept of separation between church and state has been misused by the humanists of today to silence the church and to promote total separation of religion from the state.

Chapter three has to do with the destruction of faith and freedom in the area of law in the United States. With the secularization of the nation, sociological law, where a small group of people decide what is best for society at a given moment, has replaced the concept of higher law. There is a parallel between law and modern science. Modern science began on a Christian base, where God was recognized as creator. A materialistic concept of final reality could never have produced modern science. Likewise, such a philosophy could never have produced the form-freedom balance that is found in the United States and other Reformation countries. Instead, it leads to pluralism, where there is no right or wrong and everything is just a matter of personal preference. The legalization of abortion is a clear example of the inevitable results of the materialistic view of final reality. The law and the courts have become the means of forcing such humanistic philosophy upon the entire population. Christian lawyers, theologians and educators have failed to sound the alarm and to warn against this downward slide towards a totally humanistic culture. 

Chapter four discusses the religion of the humanists. Humanism asserts that the universe is self-existent and that there is no reality beyond the physical cosmos. These assertions cannot be proven but must be taken on faith. Humanism is thus a religion and it stands in total opposition to Christianity. Sadly, the government and courts favour humanism to all other religions. The media is largely secular as well. Public tax money has been used to promote the materialistic view of the universe, with no final purpose and with morals purely a matter of social choice. The reason why the humanist view has infiltrated every level of society is because the church has failed to be the salt of the culture. Christians need to bring the concept of Christ’s Lordship over all of life into the world again and to stand against humanism.

Chapter five is entitled, “Revival, Revolution, and Reform”. It looks at how evangelical leaders of the past have both proclaimed the gospel and called for social reforms. The revivals under Whitefield and Wesley brought about social results that kept England from having its own form of the French Revolution. Lord Shaftesbury stood for the poor during the Industrial Revolution while William Wilberforce was instrumental in bringing about the end of slavery in England. Jonathan Blanchard and Charles Finney both taught that if a law was wrong, Christians had the duty to disobey it. Evangelical leaders of our day need to put away their platonic spirituality and blow their trumpet clearly and loudly against the material-energy-chance humanistic world view that is threatening to take over the whole country. 

Chapter six discusses the political scene in the early 1980s and the options which are open to Christians. The first option or Track is based on the fact that the conservatives won the election in 1980. Christians should use this opportunity to do what they can to roll back the materialistic worldview. They must not expect this to be easy because those who hold to it will do what they can to retain and even enlarge it. The second track considers what happens when the window of opportunity closes. The majority of people who remain silent about political issues have two bankrupt values – personal peace and affluence. Christians must be careful not to join this silent majority. Christians are to oppose the whole humanist system, whether it is controlled by conservatives or liberals. Should the window close, some form of elite authoritarianism will probably take over. One such possibility is the Supreme Court, which is already ruling on the basis of sociological arbitrary law and is dominating the other two parts of government. And should the window close, religion and religious institutions will surely be affected. By way of example, the author cites over thirty religious issues that are up for adjudication during the next few years.

Chapter seven discusses the limits of civil obedience as well as civil disobedience in the history of the church, particularly during the Reformation. The only reason those who hold to a materialistic worldview have for obeying the state is force and patronage. On the other hand, the Christian obeys the state because God has commanded them to do so. The civil government stands under the law of God and when any authority commands that which is contrary to God’s word, they abrogate their authority and are not to be obeyed. The state is appointed by God and is not autonomous (Rom 13:1-4, 1 Peter 2:13-17). Many early Christians were put to death because they refused to obey the Roman state in the matter of Caesar worship. The bottom line is that at a certain point, there is not only the right, but the duty, to disobey the state. William Tyndale and John Bunyan are another two examples of Christians who disobeyed man’s law because it was contrary to God’s law. In almost every place where the Reformation had success, some form of civil disobedience or armed rebellion took place, e.g. Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark, Germany, and Switzerland. John Knox developed a theology of resistance to tyranny while he was in Geneva and went further than any Reformer had previously gone. Knox maintained that the common people had the right and duty to disobedience and rebellion if the state ruled contrary to the Bible, and to do otherwise was rebellion against God. Knox firmly established the Reformation in Scotland. In contrast to these countries where the Reformation took root, we see the Reformation exterminated in other countries where there was a lack of protection, e.g. Hungary, France, Spain. Samuel Rutherford, in his classic work Lex Rex (the law is King) set forth the proper Christian response to non-biblical acts by the state. His book was outlawed both in England and Scotland because it went against the doctrine that the king’s word was law. Rutherford taught that acts of the state which contradicted God’s law were illegitimate and acts of tyranny and thus to be resisted. He suggested that when the magistrate acts in such a way that the fundamental structure of society is being attacked, then he is to be relieved of his power.

Chapter eight deals with the use of civil disobedience based on Rutherford’s Lex Rex. Rutherford suggested three appropriate levels of resistence for the private person, namely, protest, flight and force. A person should not use the more drastic measure if he is able to use the less drastic one. As for a corporate body such as the Church, where flight is often impractical, he suggested two levels of resistance, namely, protest and force. Rutherford distinguished between lawless uprising and lawful resistance. For him, resistance should be under the protection of the duly constituted authorities. John Locke secularized Rutherford’s Lex Rex and proposed four basic points – inalienable rights, government by consent, separation of powers and the right to revolution. These points were utilized by the founding fathers of America. When discussing the use of force, one must always work for reconstruction before turning to protest or force. Also, there is a distinction between force and sheer violence. In a fallen world, some form of force will always be necessary and the proper use of force is not only the province of the state. Note that protest is a form of force. Some examples of protest would be in the area of tax money being used for abortion or undue interference of the state into the affairs of Christian schools. In Russia (1980s), for example, the state forbids parents from teaching their children Christian truths. In the United States, the humanistic world view is being taught exclusively in most state schools and the humanists are seeking to impose this on Christian and other private schools as well. One must remember that the humanistic position is completely intolerant to anything which promotes absolute truth and values. There are no neutral parties in this struggle. Humanism inevitably leads to statism because without a god, it must place something at the centre and that thing is the state. Russia is a perfect example.

Chapter nine looks at various issues with regard to the use of force. The bottom line is that at a certain point, there is both the right and duty to disobey the state and to use physical force, if appropriate. When all avenues of flight and protest have been closed, then force, as a defensive measure, is appropriate. And example of this is the American Revolution. The author gives four reasons why this concept of force mentioned in this book is a frightening one. Firstly, it can be misunderstood to mean a kind of theocracy. We must not confuse a government founded on Christian principles with a theocracy, such as Israel in the Old Testament. Secondly, there are tyrannical countries where Christians will have to face these issues in every day living. Christians have the opportunity to show that Christ alone, and not the state can bring forth the “New Man” and one of the ways this is seen is in the area of civil disobedience. Those in such countries should take note of three things. First, a platonic concept of spirituality is not true biblical Christianity for true spirituality touches all of life. Second, they are responsible to God in determining the appropriate level of resistance. Third, they should recognize that any government that commands what contradicts God’s law abrogates its authority and Christians have the right and duty to disobey it. Thirdly, this concept of force could be used by Marxists or other such groups to bring anarchy or to impose the humanist world view by force. Fourthly, there are those who may use this concept in an imbalanced way and respond to their situations in inappropriate ways. But leaving aside these possible misuses of the concept, it is important to realize that there can be no real freedom of thought and action without the bottom line, i.e. the right to resist unlawful authority. Also, if there is no final place for civil disobedience, then the government has become autonomous and has been put in place of God.

Chapter ten is entitled, “By teaching, by life, by Action”. It gives a few suggestions on what all this means in practice and it provides a summary of this Manifesto. Christians must not just focus on individual issues but realize that a different worldview brings about totally different results in all of life, especially in the area of law and government. Abortion, for example, is the inevitable result of a materialistic view of final reality. Christians must be willing to use legal and political means to stop abortion and they must also show that there are Christian alternatives to this issue, e.g. crisis pregnancy centers, Christian legal society. The author summarizes this manifesto in seven points. Firstly, the Reformation brought forth distinctive governmental and societal results, especially the form-freedom balance in government. Secondly, many are enjoying the benefits of the Reformation without the Reformation base. Thirdly, the humanistic world view has dominated the United States over the last few decades, particularly in the area of government, law and media. Fourthly, the world view which produced the founding of the United States is increasingly not allowed to exert its influence. Fifthly, what is now needed is to stand against this world view and show that it is not the truth of final reality. Sixthly, when this hold which the materialistic worldview has on government and law is broken, there would be freedom for all. Finally, with this freedom, Reformation Christianity would compete in the free marketplace of ideas and no longer be subject to a hidden censorship as it is now. Christians must show that Christianity is unique for individual salvation and for society, through their teaching, life and action.
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