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francis schaeffer how should we then live is more than just a phrase; it’s
the title of a profound work that challenges us to reflect on the direction
of society and our individual roles within it. Francis Schaeffer, a prominent
Christian theologian, philosopher, and cultural critic, crafted this
influential series and book to investigate the decline of Western
civilization through the lens of Christian thought. But beyond historical
analysis, Schaeffer’s work remains an enduring invitation to consider how we
ought to live in a rapidly changing world.

If you’ve ever wondered about the roots of modern culture’s struggles or
sought a framework for living with purpose amid uncertainty, Schaeffer’s "How
Should We Then Live?" offers both critique and hope. Let’s dive deeper into
what this work entails, why it resonates today, and how its insights can help
shape meaningful living.

Who Was Francis Schaeffer?

Before unpacking the substance of "How Should We Then Live?", it’s helpful to
understand the man behind it. Francis A. Schaeffer (1912–1984) was an
American evangelical theologian known for his efforts to bridge faith and
culture. He founded the L’Abri community in Switzerland, a place designed for
intellectual exploration and spiritual dialogue. Schaeffer’s approach was
unique: he combined rigorous philosophical thinking with accessible
communication, addressing not just the church but society at large.

Schaeffer’s critique of modernity and postmodernity was rooted in the belief
that abandoning a Christian worldview leads to cultural fragmentation and
moral confusion. His work challenges believers and non-believers alike to
reconsider the philosophical assumptions underlying their lives.

Understanding "How Should We Then Live?"

At its core, "How Should We Then Live?" is a sweeping historical survey of
Western thought and culture, tracing developments from the Renaissance
through the modern era. Schaeffer’s thesis is that society’s worldview shapes
its art, politics, ethics, and overall direction. When foundational beliefs
erode, the culture inevitably declines.



The Historical Narrative

Schaeffer takes readers through pivotal moments in history—highlighting
shifts in philosophy, science, and theology. For example:

- The Renaissance’s revival of humanism introduced a new confidence in human
reason but began a shift away from God-centered thinking.
- The Enlightenment further emphasized reason and skepticism, often
sidelining faith.
- The rise of existentialism and relativism in the 20th century led to
subjective morality and cultural despair.

By examining these transitions, Schaeffer illustrates how the loss of a
biblical worldview correlates with cultural decay, confusion, and a sense of
meaninglessness.

Philosophical Foundations

Central to Schaeffer’s argument is the idea that every culture operates from
a foundational worldview. This worldview answers essential questions:

- Where did we come from?
- What is the meaning of life?
- How should we live?
- What happens after death?

Schaeffer contends that a Christian worldview provides coherent answers to
these questions, creating a stable foundation for ethics, art, and society.
Without this foundation, cultures tend toward relativism, nihilism, or
despair.

Why "How Should We Then Live?" Still Matters
Today

Though first published in the 1970s, the ideas behind "How Should We Then
Live?" continue to resonate amid contemporary cultural shifts. We live in an
age marked by increasing moral ambiguity, political polarization, and rapid
technological change. Questions about identity, purpose, and truth are as
urgent now as they were decades ago.

Applying Schaeffer’s Insights to Modern Culture

Schaeffer’s critique helps us understand current trends:



- The rise of secularism and its impact on public morality.
- The fragmentation of cultural narratives and shared values.
- The search for meaning in an age of relativism.

For individuals and communities seeking direction, Schaeffer’s work
encourages a return to thoughtful reflection on foundational beliefs. It
invites us to examine how our worldview influences daily decisions—from
politics to art, education, and personal relationships.

Living with Purpose in a Complex World

One of the most practical takeaways from "How Should We Then Live?" is the
call to live intentionally. Schaeffer challenges readers not to passively
accept cultural trends but to actively engage with them, grounded in a
coherent worldview that offers hope and clarity.

This means:

- Embracing a consistent ethical framework.
- Valuing beauty and truth in art and culture.
- Participating in community and public discourse.
- Seeking meaning beyond material success or fleeting pleasures.

How to Embrace the Message of "How Should We
Then Live?"

If you’re inspired by Francis Schaeffer’s work and want to integrate its
lessons into your own life, here are some steps to consider:

1. Explore Your Own Worldview

Take time to reflect on the beliefs that shape your understanding of life.
What answers do you have to life’s big questions? How do these beliefs
influence your actions and attitudes?

2. Engage with History and Culture

Understanding the trajectory of Western thought can provide perspective on
current challenges. Reading widely—including history, philosophy, and
theology—can deepen your grasp of cultural dynamics.



3. Foster Meaningful Conversations

Schaeffer believed in dialogue. Engaging with others who hold different
perspectives can sharpen your ideas and open doors to mutual understanding.

4. Live Authentically According to Your Convictions

It’s one thing to have beliefs and another to live them out. Consider ways to
embody your values in daily life—whether through your work, relationships, or
community involvement.

Legacy and Continued Influence

Francis Schaeffer’s "How Should We Then Live?" has influenced countless
thinkers, pastors, and laypeople. Its blend of cultural critique and hopeful
vision makes it a staple in Christian apologetics and cultural studies.
Beyond religious circles, it offers a framework for anyone curious about how
ideas shape societies and individual lives.

In a world where many feel adrift, Schaeffer’s invitation to examine
foundational questions remains a beacon. Whether you're a student of history,
philosophy, or simply someone searching for meaning, his work encourages
thoughtful engagement with the pressing question: how should we then live?

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Francis Schaeffer's 'How
Should We Then Live?'
The main theme of 'How Should We Then Live?' is an exploration of Western
culture's decline from a Christian worldview and a call to return to biblical
principles as the foundation for a meaningful and moral society.

How does Francis Schaeffer describe the impact of
the Renaissance and Enlightenment on Western culture
in 'How Should We Then Live?'
Schaeffer argues that the Renaissance and Enlightenment marked a shift
towards humanism and secularism, leading to a breakdown of absolute truth and
traditional Christian values, which contributed to cultural and moral
decline.



What solution does Francis Schaeffer propose in 'How
Should We Then Live?' for addressing societal
issues?
Schaeffer proposes that society should re-embrace a Christian worldview,
emphasizing the authority of the Bible and the importance of living according
to biblical truths to restore moral clarity and cultural health.

How does 'How Should We Then Live?' influence
Christian thought and apologetics?
The book has been influential in Christian thought and apologetics by
providing a historical and philosophical framework for understanding cultural
decline and encouraging Christians to engage thoughtfully with contemporary
culture from a biblical perspective.

What role does art and philosophy play in Francis
Schaeffer's analysis in 'How Should We Then Live?'
Schaeffer highlights art and philosophy as reflections of a society's
worldview; he examines how shifts in these areas reveal changes in cultural
values and beliefs, illustrating the consequences of moving away from a
Christian foundation.

Additional Resources
Francis Schaeffer How Should We Then Live: An Analytical Review of His
Cultural Critique

francis schaeffer how should we then live stands as a seminal inquiry into
the moral and philosophical direction of Western society. This question,
popularized through Schaeffer’s influential book and documentary series
titled *How Should We Then Live?*, probes the cultural shifts that have
shaped modern civilization from a Christian worldview. Schaeffer, a
theologian and philosopher, offers a sweeping examination of history, art,
philosophy, and theology, reflecting on the underlying causes of societal
decline and proposing solutions grounded in biblical principles. This article
delves into the core themes of Schaeffer’s work, evaluating its cultural
critique while positioning it within contemporary discussions on ethics,
worldview, and societal transformation.

Contextualizing Francis Schaeffer’s Cultural
Critique



Francis Schaeffer’s *How Should We Then Live?* emerged during the 1970s, a
period marked by significant social upheaval and philosophical questioning in
the West. The work is both a historical survey and a call to action, tracing
the trajectory of Western thought from the Renaissance through to the modern
age. Schaeffer’s central thesis is that the decline of Christian faith in
Western culture has precipitated a moral and intellectual crisis, visible in
the arts, politics, and societal values.

Unlike purely academic treatises, Schaeffer’s approach is accessible,
blending historical narrative with theological reflection. By analyzing art,
literature, and philosophical movements, he illustrates how foundational
beliefs about God and humanity influence culture. This method underscores his
conviction that worldview is the lens through which societies interpret
reality, and thus, the determinant of their moral and cultural health.

Core Themes in Schaeffer’s Analysis

One of the pivotal themes in *How Should We Then Live?* is the concept of the
“line of despair,” a term Schaeffer uses to describe the philosophical
trajectory leading to nihilism. He argues that once a culture abandons the
Christian understanding of an absolute moral order grounded in a personal
God, it inevitably faces existential despair. This despair manifests in
relativism, moral ambiguity, and social fragmentation.

Schaeffer also emphasizes the role of art as a barometer of cultural health.
He interprets shifts in artistic expression—from the order and harmony of the
Renaissance to the abstraction and fragmentation of modern art—as reflections
of underlying worldview changes. Art, in his view, is not mere decoration but
a profound expression of a culture’s soul and direction.

Philosophical Foundations and Worldview Analysis

A key strength of Schaeffer’s work is its integration of philosophy and
theology in the analysis of cultural trends. He critiques secular humanism
and existentialism, highlighting their inability to provide a stable
foundation for meaning and morality. Schaeffer argues that these
philosophies, while influential in the 20th century, ultimately lead to
despair because they reject absolute standards.

His advocacy for a Christian worldview is not presented as a narrow dogma but
as a comprehensive framework that offers answers to life’s ultimate
questions. By grounding ethics, purpose, and knowledge in the character of
God, Schaeffer contends that societies can restore coherence and hope.



Evaluating the Impact and Relevance of *How
Should We Then Live?*

The influence of Francis Schaeffer’s *How Should We Then Live?* extends
beyond theological circles, impacting cultural commentators, educators, and
political activists. Its accessible style and broad scope have made it a
foundational text in Christian apologetics and cultural criticism.

Comparative Perspectives

When compared to other cultural critiques from the same era, Schaeffer’s work
stands out for its explicit integration of faith and culture. For instance,
contemporaries like Allan Bloom and Christopher Lasch focused on cultural
decline but did not root their analysis in theological premises. Schaeffer’s
insistence on the necessity of a Christian worldview as the foundation for a
flourishing society distinguishes his contribution.

Strengths and Limitations

Among the strengths of Schaeffer’s analysis is its holistic approach, linking
history, art, philosophy, and theology. This interdisciplinary method
provides readers with a broad understanding of cultural dynamics. Moreover,
his call for intentional living based on objective moral truths has resonated
with those seeking clarity amid cultural relativism.

However, critics have pointed out certain limitations. Some argue that
Schaeffer’s narrative tends to idealize the past and oversimplify complex
historical developments. Additionally, his dichotomy between Christian and
secular worldviews may overlook the nuances within both categories. The
approach can sometimes appear prescriptive, potentially alienating those
outside the Christian faith.

The Contemporary Resonance of Schaeffer’s
Question

Today’s cultural landscape continues to grapple with questions about
identity, morality, and purpose—issues central to Schaeffer’s *How Should We
Then Live?*. The resurgence of debates on postmodernism, secularism, and
cultural fragmentation echoes the concerns Schaeffer raised decades ago.



Application in Modern Discourse

Schaeffer’s framework encourages contemporary readers to critically assess
the philosophical assumptions underlying cultural trends. For educators and
leaders, his work challenges the compartmentalization of faith and public
life, advocating instead for a worldview that informs all aspects of
existence.

Moreover, Schaeffer’s emphasis on the arts as reflective of cultural health
invites renewed attention to creative expression as a diagnostic tool for
societal well-being. This perspective has influenced modern Christian artists
and thinkers who seek to engage culture thoughtfully and constructively.

Challenges in Adopting Schaeffer’s Framework

Adopting Schaeffer’s vision in a pluralistic society presents challenges. The
increasing diversity of beliefs and the rise of secular humanism require
dialogue beyond binary distinctions. While Schaeffer’s call for absolute
truth resonates with many, it also demands engagement with competing
worldviews in an increasingly interconnected world.

Integration: Balancing firm convictions with respectful dialogue is
essential for Schaeffer’s ideas to foster constructive cultural
engagement.

Relevance: Updating Schaeffer’s analysis to address 21st-century issues,
such as digital culture and globalization, can enhance its
applicability.

Inclusivity: Recognizing the complexity within worldviews allows for a
more nuanced approach to cultural critique.

Francis Schaeffer’s *How Should We Then Live?* remains a provocative and
enduring inquiry into the moral foundations of society. By challenging
readers to consider the consequences of their worldview commitments,
Schaeffer invites a deeper reflection on how culture shapes and is shaped by
the values we uphold. His work continues to inspire those seeking clarity and
purpose in an ever-changing world, underscoring the timeless relevance of his
foundational question.
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