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THE WAY I SEE IT 
How Do We Look At Life? 

Making Sense of the Madness (Part 2) 
 

Scripture Reading: Mark 12:28-34 
 
A certain madness has overtaken our country’s life in recent years. America is becoming 
that “kingdom divided against itself” (Matt 12:25) which Jesus warned can only 
come to ruin. We are becoming more polarized and paralyzed and increasingly unable 
to work together to address the urgent problems we face. We need a better ambition 
than simply outslugging each other to protect the causes we care for or to get our piece 
of the pie. We need tools for shaping a different sort of discourse and that’s what this 
series is about. 
 
Last week I gave you what I hope might be a first tool. I described some of the 
external factors that have helped bring us to this point. Today I want to give you 
another tool that may be useful in shaping a better kind of discourse. I want to start 
exploring some of the internal factors at work in today’s culture of conflict. Toward that 
end, I have TWO MAJOR IDEAS to present to you. Both of these are important pieces 
of a larger picture that will really come together for you next weekend, but it’s 
important that I lay this groundwork. 

 
We Are Like an Elephant and Its Rider 

 
The FIRST idea I want to explore today is that when it comes to our most deeply held, 
motivating convictions, we are not reasonable beings so much as we are intuitive ones. 
I know that may rub some of us wrong. From the time of Plato on, human beings 
(especially well-educated ones) have liked to think they are primarily ruled by reason. 
We enjoy believing that we make our moral and political decisions entirely on the basis 
of good evidence from reliable sources. If we actually were so reasonable, however, 
would Adam and Eve have forsaken Paradise? Would God’s people have crucified their 
Savior? Would so many of us keep buying Cubs’ tickets? 
 
To borrow an image from psychologist, Jonathan Haidt,1

 

 when it comes to their cultural 
and political persuasion, human beings are more like an elephant and its rider. Inside of 
each of us is a certain moral intuition about what is good and helpful and what is bad 
and threatening. This intuition is partly a function of our nature, partly a function of our 
nurture, but the key point is that it operates like a giant, powerful elephant. It leans 
toward this perceived good or away from that perceived threat. It ambles where it 
wants to and without feeling a need to be consistent in its path. When it gets worked 
up, it can charge hard, and next week we’ll talk about the moral values that really get 
our elephant going. 

Atop the elephant of our intuition sits a rider – our capacity for moral reasoning. The 
rider is somewhat open to evidence and argument and has some influence on where 
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the elephant goes. But, the rider’s main tendency is to serve like a lawyer or PR agent 
for our intuition. A lot of the time, he’s simply explaining to onlookers why the elephant 
has chosen to go there; or excusing the elephant for trampling on that person or value; 
or trying to whip up other elephants to head over in the same direction, because 
elephants like company. I recognize that this may sound a bit strange (or maybe 
insulting), so let me try to illustrate.  
 
 Sometimes I’m watching TV or talking with somebody at work or in my extended 
family and they drop one of those buzzwords the other kind likes, and my big ears go 
up. Maybe they criticize a policy or politician I believe is pretty decent. Or they mock a 
concern I’m serious about. Or they voice support for something that feels immoral to 
me. And my inner elephant lurches, stirring my rider to go work. (Brain research 
actually supports this.) 
 
I pull out my list of reasons why that view is wrong and mine is right. Perhaps I remind 
the other person of all the intelligent people (including God) who agree with me. They 
come back at me with their stuff and, as they’re talking, I’m thinking how I can rebut 
their reasoning, or shift to a topic on which I’m even better prepared. When I can’t find 
the words to describe exactly WHY what I believe is clearly right, I start rambling a bit. 
I wish I could remember the arguments I heard so-and-so give on TV or pull out that 
zinger of an email somebody from my herd sent me. Or I blurt out “You’re never going 
to get this!” and storm out, because it’s clear THEY are not going to be reasonable! 
 
Other times, however, I remain silent or pretend to agree with others, ‘cause I like to 
be liked and conflict is uncomfortable. It’s why it’s easier to hang out with people who 
share my moral and political views. But sometimes my silence or discomfort is because 
I don’t have an airtight case for all I believe. Other riders may spot the holes in my 
reasoning or the contradictions in my behavior: “That’s funny, Dan, you’re all about 
protecting this kind of life but not that kind of life. Why is that?” Or “I’ve noticed that 
you think this is unjust, so tell me why you don’t find that unjust?” Or “You say that you 
have to stand by this teaching of the Bible. Why not stand up for that teaching too? 
Why do you dismiss people who do?” And, my rider fumbles for an answer. The truth is 
that on this issue, my elephant just leans that way. And I get mad at people who won’t 
accept that. 
 
I think this a helpful picture of the way it works for all of us much of the time, and the 
Bible underlines that. Proverbs 16:9 declares: “In his heart a man plans his 
course.” In other words, our moral intuition (or judgment) comes first, and then our 
moral reasoning (or justification) follows. The elephant of our heart judges this is the 
way and the rider of our minds works to justify it, whether that way is truly a righteous 
one or a sinfully selfish one. Which may be why the Psalmist writes: “Surely the mind 
and heart of man are cunning” (Psalm 64:6). And Proverbs follows: “Listen… and 
be wise, and keep your heart on the right path” (Prov 23:19).   
 
Can you see the Elephant and the Rider in you or in other people? To others from their 
herd, Blue Riders or Red Riders seem credible and wise as they explain the direction 
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that every truly moral, reasonable person should go. For riders and elephants of a 
different pack, however, the rationalizations and inconsistencies of the other’s pack 
seem so glaring as to be either comical or criminal. This is what keeps Bill O’Reilly and 
Jon Stewart handsomely employed. YOU may be the exception, but most of us are less 
rational or consistent in the application of our stated values than we perceive, and 
others see it. Ironically, it further convinces them that they are right and we are wrong. 
It’s part of why we struggle to get along. 
 

The Elephant Wears Trifocals 
 
Further complicating all this is the fact that different ones of us look at life through 
different lenses. This is the SECOND and last big idea I want to lay down today before 
bringing it all together next week. To stay with the pachyderm analogy, as he moves 
through the world, the elephant is wearing trifocals. As you know, trifocals are glasses 
that allow a person to look at life through one dominant lens, and a second and third 
they use less frequently–-say for distance or reading. 
 
Some years ago, an eminent moral psychologist by the name of Richard Schweder 
conducted a massive global research project in an attempt discern any common 
patterns in how people look at life. What Schweder discovered was that people tend to 
come at life from the vantage point of one of three dominant ethical worldviews. They 
may view life through one or more of the other lenses at times, but they tend to pick 
their way through the jungle by looking through the lens of their dominant worldview. 
 
The first of those worldviews Schweder called the Ethic of AUTONOMY

 

. Those who hold 
this view believe that people are, first and foremost, autonomous individuals who 
should be free to pursue their wants, needs, and self-expression. They define a good 
society as one that allows individuals to coexist peacefully without interfering too much 
with each other's personal projects and preferences. They value freedom, rights, and 
personal choices very highly, and regard people who insist on constraining others’ 
liberty as oppressive and dangerous. 

The second of the worldviews Schweder identified was the Ethic of COMMUNITY

 

. Those 
looking through this lens, see people, first and foremost, as dependent members of 
larger entities – such as families, teams, tribes, societies, or nations. They define a 
good society as one that fosters and preserves those communal structures that 
establish order, sustain values, and ultimately benefit all. They place high value on 
responsibility and duty, respect for authority and hierarchy, and traditions. They regard 
extreme individualists or some religionists as selfish and dangerous to the community. 

The third and final ethical worldview is the Ethic of DIVINITY. People with this view 
regard human beings, first and foremost, as sacred vessels within which God’s divine 
image has been planted. They believe a good society is one which helps people develop 
the character and conduct befitting children of God. They place high moral value on 
devotion to God, bodily and spiritual discipline, and sanctity (keeping things pure or free 
of degradation). People who look at life through this lens sometimes see Community-
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oriented people as not surrendered enough to God and the divine family and they view 
Autonomy-oriented people as really out there. 
 
For most of human history, the vast majority of cultures on Planet Earth have looked at 
life mainly through the Community and Divinity lens. Asian and African societies, for 
example, have a very big Community lens. Islamic societies operate with a very large 
Divinity lens. The Autonomy worldview is a much more recent phenomenon and one 
associated with what Richard Schweder calls “WEIRD” people. “WEIRD” is an acronym 
for Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (referring to form of 
government not party).  
 
Most of us in America, are WEIRD. We are unusually autonomous, by world standards. 
Yet ALL THREE worldviews are present in our culture. All of us use the Autonomy lens 
at times -- liberals and libertarians perhaps more than the rest. Many of us look at life 
through the Community lens, though social conservatives more frequently than others. 
The Divinity

 

 lens is a regular viewport for religious liberals and religious conservatives 
alike, though not all the time. Can you see why our elephants are banging heads these 
days?  

God, Neighbor & Self 
 
What is fascinating is that the Ethic of Jesus embraces all three of these worldviews. 
When Jesus said that we are to “love God with all our heart, soul, mind and 
strength,” he was telling us that our ultimate devotion in life is meant to go to God 
and that our ultimate identity and security is to be found as children of his household. 
When he said “love your neighbor,” he was reminding us that we have all been 
created for community. We need one another. We are to work consider and care for 
one another even when, like the Samaritan and the Jew in Christ’s famous parable, we 
disagree on some things. We are to value families and fellowships and relational webs 
of many kinds. And when Jesus said, “love your neighbor as yourself,” he was also 
presuming the great worth and dignity of the individual. He regularly emphasized in his 
teaching his desire that people be free to pursue life abundant, so long as they 
remained accountable for the grace and wisdom of the choices they made.  
 
 In this sense, then, there is some basis within Christianity for the full range of 
worldviews we find playing a part in our cultural and political struggles today. As 
Christians, we ought to be able to find points of commonality and conversation with 
people all across the spectrum today. But it is when we drill down to some of the 
specific moral foundations beneath these various worldviews that things really get 
interesting. It’s there I think that you’ll get an even firmer handle on what underlies our 
boxing matches today and how we might make progress with them. That’s what we’ll 
return to next weekend and I hope you will join us. 
 
 
                                                 
1 Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided By Politics and Religion (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 2012). 


