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Reading Report: The Way of the (Modern) World Brian M. Sandifer 

Reading Report 

Title: The Way of the (Modern) World 

Author: Craig M. Gay 

1. Did you read the entire book? 

Yes. 

2. Summarize in one paragraph the thesis or argument of the text. 

Our culture, as it exists today in its modern and postmodern forms, makes believing in 

and living for the God of the Bible seem implausible and irrelevant.  The superstructures that 

support the dominant world culture of modernity are fashioned precisely for this purpose.  

Modern politics, technology, economic life, and psychology all revolve around the 

unchallenged (and unchallengeable) assertion of secular and practical atheism.  Gay argues, 

“secularity is quite literally built into the central institutions of modern society and culture 

both theoretically and practically, and that…is why modernity has proven to be so corrosive 

of Christian faith and why it is so resistant to substantive theological criticism” (238). 

3. Summarize in one paragraph the author’s method of proving her or his thesis.  How does she 

or he “get there”? 

Gay primarily engages in socio-theological criticism of the state of the modern world.  

His modus operandi in each chapter is to state his thesis, proceed to quote at length from a 

host of scholars who support his assertion, provide a few bits of lucid commentary on each 

quote, and then begin building a bridge toward his next logical assertion.  The cycle 

continues until he arrives at a conclusion that matches his original thesis.  Thus Gay (and 

hopefully the audience) attains a cognitive rest whereby it would appear absurd to question 

his argument.  This method of persuasion may seem to be the standard way for anyone to 
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conduct an argument, but Gay does not often provide new thoughts or ideas that are relevant 

to the issue.  Instead, his method is one of compilation of the best scholarly evidence already 

extant.  He appears to be an astute arranger of ideas rather than a remarkably creative or 

observant social/spiritual critic, but the end result is not lacking since he draws from the 

ingenious insights of others. 

4. What were some key points or passages that you think are relevant for a course on the church 

and the world in the 20th and 21st centuries? 

In each of the observed realms of the modern world (politics, technology, economics, and 

psychology) Gay uncovers the heart of its temptation to worldliness.  “The worldliness of 

modern political life lies precisely in the modern tendency to relativize all human aspirations 

over and against those of immanent political-social change…It has become increasingly 

plausible for us to focus essentially religious aspirations on the possibilities of political action 

and organization” (31). 

The worldliness of our modern technological society is apparent in the presuppositions of 

what Gay calls “Scientism.”  “Scientism does not render religious explanations of such things 

as disease improbable, after all.  It rules them out by definition…Even if science proper does 

not necessarily rule out the existence of God, he must remain largely invisible and irrelevant 

from within the scientific frame of reference” (103, emphasis in original). 

Regarding modern economics, Gay demonstrates that it has become a self-perpetuating 

system.  “The burden of proof today thus falls upon anyone who would dare suggest that 

there ought to be some other basis besides that of rational self-interest on which to make 

business decisions” (147, emphasis in original).  His recommendation for Christians living in 

this modern economic system is indeed practical and challenging: “Each of us needs to 
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decide…to act ethically and substantively within the system no matter how impractical we 

may occasionally have to appear in doing so” (175, emphasis in original). 

Secular psychology has become in the modern world viciously self-centered, and thus 

must be recognized as such by the Church and challenged in the world where it is 

encountered.  “The individual has thus become something of a god in contemporary culture.  

Not only has the self become the object of essentially religious devotion, but the attributes 

once reserved for divinity, particularly aseity (self-existence) and absolute creativity are now 

assigned to self-constructing individuals” (196).  Gay notes that even secular people are 

beginning to conclude that self-help has reached an unrequited nadir, and that such a cultural 

mood is ripe for a gospel that offers help from outside of ourselves. 

5. Internal positive assessment:  Assuming the author’s point of view and being aware of what 

the author hoped and intended to do, write at least two paragraphs about some strengths of 

the text.  To what extent did the author “pull it off” and accomplish a significant part of what 

she or he intended? 

Gay has written a compelling case that the heresy of the modern world is that social 

conditions are no longer altered to accommodate individual’s needs, but instead individual 

souls are now made compliant with modern social conditions.  He presents his case by 

starting in the pre-modern world of the West, and traces social and philosophical 

developments forward to the present day.  In doing so, he stops frequently along the way, 

quoting contemporary thinkers from various time periods (Kierkegaard and Nietzsche are 

two outstanding examples) who perceived the ramifications of seminal changes and how 

something like modernity was the inevitable result. 
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The chapter on modern psychology (The Worldly Self at the Heart of Modern Culture) is 

the capstone of Gay’s work.  After the studies on the roots and effects of modern politics, 

technology, and economics, the author brings the critique to an intimate level by assessing 

the worldly self.  Assuming the truth of Philip Reiff’s argument (that the Therapeutic has 

triumphed in our modern culture), Gay spells out the ramifications in totally convincing 

fashion.  It is as if he holds a mirror in front of our culture so we must see our ugliness en 

toto.  The collective reflections on individuality and loneliness, the private pursuit of 

happiness, the “weightlessness” of our culture, our “secular” selves, and the narcissistic 

destruction of personality are too much to bear, for the picture is sobering and undeniable. 

6. Internal negative assessment:  Assuming the author’s point of view and being aware of what 

the author hoped and intended to do, write at least two paragraphs about some weaknesses 

of the text.  How many of your reservations about the text can be expressed from a point of 

view intrinsic to the text or assuming the author’s point of view? 

Surprisingly, Gay ignores the mass media as a realm of modern influence in our culture.  

Many studies have been done on the widespread influence and effect of the media, especially 

through the medium of television as an image-based communicator rather than a language-

based communicator.  This lack of attention on the author’s part to the powerful sway of the 

modern mass media may consequently fail to loosen the stranglehold modernity has on the 

reader.  We live in a world where the politics, technology, economics, and the Therapeutic all 

tempt us to live as if God does not exist, but we are kept in a trance regarding our state of 

bondage by the hypnotic means of rapid-fire image media.  Without crying “kill your 

television,” Gay should have included a small chapter on the media’s (d)evolution from 
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communicating ideas to delivering images, thus stifling independent, intelligent, rational and 

abstract thought.  I would have appreciated such an exposure of our culture’s hypnotic state. 

I am also slightly disappointed that while Gay documents specifics throughout the book 

regarding how our culture arrived at modernity, he offers little practical advice at the end for 

overcoming the modern way of living and thinking.  His suggestions for Christians reduce to 

have patience, live in eschatological hope, and refuse to participate in the schemes that are 

expressions of modernity.  He encourages Christians both individually and collectively by 

reminding us that God has overcome the world.  Yet we find ourselves in the world; how are 

we to not be of it?  Gay’s thesis pertains to why the modern world is this way, so perhaps he 

did not intend to include a to-do list, but some practical direction would be helpful. 

7. External positive evaluation:  From your perspective and evaluating things in terms of your 

own commitments and purposes, what are some strengths of the text?  Please write at least 

two paragraphs. 

It has often bewildered me why the twentieth century saw more cultural change than 

probably the previous twenty centuries combined.  Life is very different now than it was for 

our grandparents in their youth.  The period of the Sixties is usually blamed for everything 

that is wrong (or right) with our society, but it seems a little improbable that such a cultural 

shift could come out of nowhere and leave an indelible mark so quickly.  Gay answers the 

question of why the Sixties happened and gives us the historical background that made 

modernity inevitable.  As baby boomer Billy Joel sang, “We didn’t start the fire, it was 

always burning since the world’s been turning.”  Joel was right.  The dam broken in the 

Sixties, but the pressure had been building for centuries, as Gay demonstrates conclusively. 
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Gay’s historical analysis is not just wide in its scope, but it also has a ring of honesty to it, 

especially his read of the Protestant contribution to modernity.  Himself a Protestant 

Christian, Gay admits when and where the Protestant Church and its leading thinkers went 

wrong.  This level of scholarly integrity will assist today’s Christian pastors and apologists 

who are often called upon to confess the sins of our fathers and to right them in the present 

generation. 

8. External negative evaluation:  From your perspective and evaluating things in terms of your 

own commitments and purposes, what are some weaknesses of the text?  Please write at least 

two paragraphs. 

The author’s criticism of the modern economic apparatus is troublesome to me.  Again, 

perhaps his intention is more descriptive and less prescriptive, but he seems to have a 

love/hate relationship with modern capitalism.  While not outright blessing its modern form, 

he offers no significant alternatives, but rather individual habits of virtue for curtailing the 

adverse effects of capitalism on fallen man’s desires. 

Gay also repeatedly asserts that the world seems to be at the end of modern history.  By 

this he means that we have successfully established set patterns of culture enforced by an 

unstoppable sprawling bureaucracy.  This assessment of modernity and postmodernity being 

the cultural cul-de-sac of which there is no way out colors his recommendations for his 

Christian audience.  Because of this quasi-fatalistic outlook, Gay’s advice is to find small 

ways to stick it to The Man!  Scripture does not require such a pessimistic outlook.  I’d rather 

choose to believe Christ is still sovereign over the kingdoms of this world, is currently 

building his Kingdom here in the midst of modernity, and the cultural mandate is still a 

divinely blessed mandate. 
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