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Good evening, everyone. Before we begin today's material, I'd like to spend a few minutes 
talking about why I wanted to teach a course called Historical Imagination. Every professor has 
subjects that he teaches because they're in the catalog, and then there are subjects that grow out 
of questions that have occupied him for years. This course falls into the second category. In 
many ways, it brings together several threads from my own life and vocation. 

For much of my adult life, I've been fascinated by a simple question: Why do people do the 
things they do? That question followed me through military intelligence, where understanding 
another culture or another nation's decision-making could have enormous consequences. It 
followed me into political science, where I learned that institutions and governments cannot 
really be understood unless we know the circumstances that gave rise to them. And it followed 
me into the priesthood, where I discovered that many of the difficulties people have with 
Scripture or the Church come from imagining that the people of the Bible, or the Fathers of the 
Church, thought the way modern Americans think. They didn't. They lived in a different world, 
with different assumptions, different fears, different hopes, and different ways of understanding 
reality. 

At some point I came across the phrase historical imagination, and I realized that it gave a name 
to something I had been trying to cultivate for years. Historical imagination is the disciplined 
effort to enter another world before judging it. It is the ability to ask not simply, "What 
happened?" but "How did these people understand what was happening? What assumptions 
shaped their decisions? What options did they believe they had? What seemed obvious to them 
that is no longer obvious to us?" These are not easy questions, but they are essential if we are to 
understand history rather than merely collect facts about it. 

One of the greatest obstacles to understanding the past is what historians sometimes call 
presentism. We instinctively use our own values, experiences, and assumptions as the measure of 
everyone else. We assume that people in the fourth century, the twelfth century, or even fifty 
years ago should have seen the world exactly as we do. When they don't, we either dismiss them 
as foolish or congratulate ourselves for being more enlightened. Historical imagination asks us to 
resist that temptation. It doesn't require us to agree with people in the past. It requires us first to 
understand them. 

That is actually a deeply Christian discipline. One of the virtues of the Christian life is humility. 
Humility begins with recognizing that our own perspective is not the measure of all things. We 
are capable of misunderstanding other people, other cultures, and even our own age. Historical 
imagination is, in a sense, an ascetical practice. It asks us to crucify our instinct to judge quickly. 
It trains us to listen before we evaluate, to understand before we criticize, and to appreciate the 
complexity of human experience. 

This is one of the reasons I believe history matters so much. We do not study history merely to 
memorize dates, kings, battles, or councils. Those things are important, but they are not the 
ultimate goal. We study history because it enlarges our imagination. It frees us from the 



assumption that the way things are now is the way they have always been, or the way they must 
always be. It reminds us that human beings have faced crises, uncertainty, social upheaval, 
technological change, religious conflict, and political turmoil before. They made decisions—
sometimes wise, sometimes disastrous—and we have the privilege of learning from both. 

As an Orthodox priest, I find this especially important when reading the Scriptures and the 
Fathers. The Bible was not written to us, although it was written for us. The Fathers were not 
answering twenty-first century questions; they were answering the questions of their own time. If 
we are going to understand them faithfully, we first have to enter their world. Only then can we 
begin the work of bringing their wisdom into our own. 

That, ultimately, is what I hope this course will help you develop. By the end of our time 
together, I certainly hope you know more history than when you began. But more importantly, I 
hope you acquire a habit of mind. I hope you become more patient readers, more thoughtful 
citizens, better theologians, and wiser Christians. I hope you learn to ask better questions before 
rushing to easy answers. And perhaps most importantly, I hope historical imagination helps you 
see not only the past more clearly, but the present as well. 

Because here's the irony: one of the best ways to understand our own world is to spend time in 
someone else's. When we encounter people who lived centuries ago, we begin to recognize that 
many of the things we take for granted are not universal truths but cultural assumptions. At the 
same time, we discover that the deepest aspects of human nature—our longing for meaning, our 
search for justice, our fear of suffering, our desire for community, and our hope for 
redemption—remain remarkably constant. 

So, as we begin this course, I invite you to approach history with both curiosity and humility. 
Resist the temptation to rush to judgment. Learn to ask why before asking whether. Allow the 
past to surprise you. If we do that together, I think you'll discover that historical imagination is 
not simply a way of studying history. It is a way of becoming wiser, more charitable, and 
ultimately more truthful in the way we understand both the world and ourselves. 

God is the Same, but the World Keeps Changing 

Now that we've talked about historical imagination, let's begin asking one of the biggest 
questions historians, philosophers, and theologians can ask: What drives history? Why does the 
world keep changing? 

That's actually a much harder question than it sounds. We all know the world changes. We can 
look around and see it. The technology we use, the way we communicate, the institutions we 
trust—or don't trust—the way families function, economies function, governments function—all 
of these things are changing, and often changing very quickly. But why? Is history just one 
random event after another, or are there deeper forces at work? 

One of the things you'll discover throughout this course is that every generation tries to answer 
that question. Historians don't simply collect facts. The best historians and social theorists try to 



explain why societies develop the way they do. They propose patterns. They identify forces. 
They build models that help us make sense of an incredibly complicated world. 

As we work through this course, you'll notice something else. Every theory of history also 
assumes a theory of human nature. Before you can explain why societies change, you have to 
decide what human beings are like. What motivates us? What do we fear? What do we desire? 
What are we ultimately seeking? Every philosophy of history rests upon an anthropology, 
whether the author admits it or not. 

Let's begin with three names that many of you have probably heard before: Hobbes, Locke, and 
Rousseau. These aren't really historians, and they aren't offering theories of historical 
development in the modern sense. They're political philosophers. But they all begin with an 
interesting thought experiment. They ask us to imagine human beings before organized political 
society. What would life be like? Why would anyone submit to government in the first place? 

Their answers differ dramatically. Hobbes imagines human beings driven primarily by fear and 
the desire for security. Left to ourselves, life becomes, as he famously put it, "solitary, poor, 
nasty, brutish, and short." Government exists because we need protection from one another. 
Locke has a much more optimistic view. Human beings possess natural rights, and governments 
exist primarily to protect those rights. Rousseau goes even further. He suggests that human 
beings are naturally good and that society itself is often what corrupts us. Three very different 
political theories—but notice that each begins with a different understanding of what a human 
being is. 

As we move into the nineteenth century, we encounter Karl Marx. Whatever else we might say 
about Marx—and there is certainly much to criticize—he offered one of the most influential 
theories of historical change ever proposed. Marx believed that history unfolds through stages 
driven by material conditions and class conflict. The way people produce food, wealth, and 
goods shapes everything else: politics, religion, law, even culture itself. His predictions about the 
future proved deeply flawed, but his instinct that economic structures profoundly influence 
society continues to shape scholarship to this day. 

Around the same time, Max Weber offered a very different explanation. Weber wasn't primarily 
interested in economics. He was interested in rationality. He argued that modern society becomes 
increasingly organized around calculation, efficiency, bureaucracy, and systems of 
administration. The modern world, in his view, becomes increasingly "disenchanted." Mystery 
gives way to management. Tradition gives way to procedure. Personal relationships increasingly 
give way to institutions. Weber thought this rationalization explained much of what made the 
modern world different from every civilization that came before it. 

Now let's jump forward to someone much more contemporary: Martin Gurri. Gurri spent years 
as an analyst at the CIA studying information, media, and public opinion. After leaving 
government, he wrote a remarkable book called The Revolt of the Public. His argument is that 
the internet—and especially social media—has fundamentally altered the relationship between 
institutions and ordinary people. 



For centuries, governments, newspapers, universities, corporations, and even churches possessed 
something very valuable: they controlled information. Not perfectly, of course, but they enjoyed 
an enormous informational advantage. Today that world has disappeared. Information flows 
everywhere. Anyone can publish. Anyone can criticize. Anyone can organize. Gurri argues that 
while institutions still possess power, they have lost much of the authority that once came from 
controlling knowledge. We now live in a world where institutions are constantly challenged by a 
networked public that can mobilize almost instantly. 

Notice what all of these thinkers have done. They are not simply describing events. They are 
identifying what they believe to be the engine of history. For Hobbes, it is fear. For Locke, it is 
the protection of rights. For Rousseau, it is the corruption—or recovery—of natural goodness. 
For Marx, it is material production and class conflict. For Weber, it is rationalization and 
bureaucracy. For Gurri, it is the information revolution and the collapse of traditional authority. 

Each of these explanations tells us something important. None of them tells us everything. 

That's where we're going for the rest of this course. 

Beginning in the late twentieth century, several influential thinkers looked at the end of the Cold 
War, the rise of globalization, astonishing advances in technology, and the emergence of a more 
interconnected world, and they all asked the same question: What happens next? 

Their answers were strikingly different. 

Francis Fukuyama argued that liberal democracy had essentially won the great ideological 
contest of history. Samuel Huntington argued that the real conflicts of the future would not be 
ideological at all, but civilizational and religious. Benjamin Barber, whose essay we'll examine 
today, argued that two seemingly opposite forces—tribal identity on one hand and global 
consumer culture on the other—were actually reinforcing one another. And Kinghorn, whose 
book will guide much of our work this term, asks us to consider the ways technology and the 
logic of "the machine" quietly reshape not only our institutions, but our habits, our relationships, 
and even our understanding of what it means to be human. 

As we read each of these authors, I want you to keep asking two questions. First: How does this 
author think history works? What is driving change? But second—and I think this is the deeper 
question—What does this author think a human being is? Because if you can answer that second 
question, you'll begin to understand not only the author's theory of history, but also his hopes, his 
fears, and his vision for the future. 

And that's exactly what historical imagination trains us to do. 

Globalization and the Local Reactions 

Let's turn now to Benjamin Barber's essay, Jihad vs. McWorld. It was written in the mid-1990s, 
but one of the remarkable things about it is how contemporary it still feels. Barber was trying to 
understand the forces that were reshaping the world after the Cold War. Many people assumed 



the collapse of the Soviet Union meant that liberal democracy had won and that history was 
moving toward greater unity and peace. Barber wasn't so sure. 

His central argument is both simple and provocative. He says the world is being shaped by two 
powerful forces that appear to oppose one another but actually reinforce one another. He calls 
them "McWorld" and "Jihad." 

Now, it's important to understand that Barber is using both terms symbolically. By "McWorld," 
he doesn't simply mean fast food or American culture. He means the global system of markets, 
technology, communications, entertainment, and consumer capitalism that increasingly links the 
entire planet together. Likewise, by "Jihad," he is not talking specifically about Islam. He uses 
the word to describe any movement that reacts against globalization by emphasizing local 
identity, tribe, ethnicity, religion, or nationalism. In Barber's analysis, both forces become 
enemies of liberal democracy, although for very different reasons. 

He spends a good deal of time explaining why globalization seems almost irresistible. He 
identifies four imperatives that continually push the world toward greater integration. 

The first is the market imperative. Businesses naturally seek larger markets, more customers, 
cheaper labor, and greater efficiency. Capital doesn't recognize national borders if profits can be 
made elsewhere. The logic of the market is always expansion. 

Second is the resource imperative. Nations and corporations depend upon resources that are 
distributed unevenly across the globe. Oil, minerals, food production, manufacturing capacity, 
rare earth elements—none of these are confined neatly within political boundaries. This creates 
an increasingly interconnected economic system. 

Third is the information imperative. Advances in communication technology mean that 
information moves almost instantly across the globe. News, entertainment, education, financial 
markets, and political movements become increasingly global rather than local. Barber wrote 
before Facebook, YouTube, and smartphones, which makes his observations all the more 
impressive. 

Finally, he identifies the ecological imperative. Pollution, disease, climate, oceans, and other 
environmental realities simply ignore political borders. Whether nations like it or not, many of 
the problems they face have become international problems. 

Taken together, these four imperatives create what Barber calls McWorld—a world that becomes 
increasingly interconnected, standardized, efficient, and economically integrated. 

But people don't simply surrender their local identities. Quite the opposite. 

Many respond by emphasizing precisely those things that make them different. They become 
more attached to tribe, language, ethnicity, religion, region, or nation. Barber illustrates this with 
examples from the Balkans after the breakup of Yugoslavia, ethnic conflicts that emerged after 
the collapse of larger political systems, religious nationalism in various parts of the world, and 



separatist movements that sought to recover local identity in the face of globalization. The more 
people feel absorbed into a vast global system, the more some seek meaning in smaller and more 
exclusive communities. 

One of Barber's great insights is that these two forces feed one another. The more globalization 
expands, the more some communities react by withdrawing into tribal identities. The stronger 
those tribal reactions become, the more people often turn to global markets and technologies as a 
way of escaping local limitations. Rather than canceling one another out, McWorld and Jihad 
often grow together. 

Barber is primarily concerned with what this means for democracy. He argues that both forces 
weaken the kinds of local civic institutions upon which democratic life depends. McWorld tends 
to reduce citizens to consumers. Jihad tends to reduce citizens to members of competing tribes. 
Neither encourages the patient work of building stable democratic communities. 

Now, for our purposes, I think there's another set of questions that Barber himself doesn't really 
ask. 

What does McWorld do to the human person? 

If McWorld forms us primarily as consumers, what habits does it cultivate? Does it teach 
patience or instant gratification? Does it strengthen local relationships or weaken them? Does it 
encourage worship, or distraction? Does it deepen our identity, or encourage us to construct and 
reconstruct ourselves endlessly through consumption? 

Likewise, what happens when identity becomes primarily tribal? 

History gives us plenty of examples of ethnic, religious, or national loyalties becoming stronger 
than our common humanity. Christians are certainly not immune from this temptation. We can 
become more invested in being Greek, Russian, Serbian, Ukrainian, American, conservative, 
progressive, or anything else than in belonging to Christ. 

That leads us to an Orthodox question. 

What kind of community is the Church? 

The Church is local. Every parish is a real community with real people gathered around a real 
altar. Christianity is not merely an online network or an abstract ideology. 

But the Church is also universal. Every Divine Liturgy joins heaven and earth. Every Orthodox 
parish participates in the one Body of Christ. Every baptized Christian belongs to something that 
transcends ethnicity, nationality, language, and politics. 

In that sense, the Church refuses both temptations. 



It refuses McWorld because it refuses to reduce persons to consumers. We do not come to 
church as customers shopping for religious experiences. We come as members of Christ's Body, 
receiving one another as brothers and sisters. 

It also refuses Jihad because our deepest identity is not found in tribe or nation, but in Christ. The 
Church gathers people from every language, every ethnicity, every social class, and every nation 
into one Eucharistic community. 

Of course, we all know this is easier to proclaim than to live. 

Every parish feels the pull of both forces. 

Sometimes we begin thinking like consumers. We evaluate worship according to preference. We 
compare churches the way we compare restaurants. We ask whether our needs are being met 
rather than how we might serve. 

Other times we fall into smaller identities. We divide ourselves by politics, by ethnicity, by 
jurisdiction, by generation, or by culture. We forget that every person standing beside us at the 
Chalice is first and foremost our brother or sister in Christ. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge Barber presents to Orthodox Christians is not political but 
spiritual. What kind of people are we becoming? Are we being formed by the liturgy, by the 
communion of saints, and by the sacramental life of the Church? Or are we being formed more 
deeply by the habits of consumer culture and the anxieties of tribal identity? 

That's a question Barber leaves unanswered. It's one we'll continue asking throughout this 
course.  Until then, here are some questions for you: 

Barber argues that McWorld tends to form consumers while Jihad forms tribes. What kind 
of person is the Divine Liturgy trying to form? How is that formation different?  

Where do you see "McWorld" influencing parish life? Think about expectations of 
convenience, choice, entertainment, efficiency, or consumer satisfaction.  

Where do you see "Jihad" influencing Orthodox Christianity? This doesn't have to mean 
extremism. It could include nationalism, ethnic identity, political polarization, jurisdictional 
rivalry, or online tribalism.  

Can an Orthodox parish intentionally resist both McWorld and Jihad? If so, what practices 
or habits help preserve a genuinely Eucharistic community?  

Barber wrote before smartphones and social media became ubiquitous. If he were writing 
today, what examples would he add? Would social media strengthen McWorld, Jihad, or 
both? 



 
 

 

Kinghorn: Section One 

Let's turn now to Kinghorn's Against the Machine. One of the things I appreciate about this 
book is that, whether or not we agree with every part of his diagnosis, he is asking a very 
important question: What kind of world are we building, and what kind of people is that 
world producing? 

This is a question that connects very naturally with Barber. Barber was interested in the 
forces reshaping societies—globalization, technology, markets, tribal identity. Kinghorn is 
interested in something slightly deeper. He is asking what happens to the human person 
when the structures that once gave meaning and stability begin to disappear. 

In the first chapter, "The Dream of the Rood," Kinghorn begins with the idea that many of the 
things that once ordered human life have become unmoored. By this, he means that 
practices, traditions, and moral expectations that once had a deeper purpose are now 
evaluated primarily by their usefulness or by how they make us feel. 

A taboo, in the traditional sense, is not merely a rule. It is a boundary that points to 
something deeper about reality. It says, "This matters. This is sacred. This protects 
something valuable." But when those deeper meanings disappear, the question becomes 
simply: Does this work? Does this make me happy? Does this produce the outcome I want? 

And this aNects everyone, regardless of political ideology. 

The unmoored conservative says, "We need to preserve this tradition because Chesterton's 
Fence reminds us that we may not understand why it exists." And there is wisdom in that. 
We should be humble about dismissing things that generations before us preserved. 

The unmoored progressive says, "Where is the love?" And there is wisdom there too. 
Human traditions can become distorted. They can preserve injustice as well as wisdom. 
We must ask whether our practices actually serve human flourishing. 

The unmoored libertarian says, "Leave me alone." And there is something true there as well. 
Human beings are not machines to be managed. Freedom and human dignity matter. 

But Kinghorn's argument is that all three responses remain incomplete if they have lost 
contact with a deeper understanding of reality. They are arguments about how to use the 
world, but they no longer have a shared understanding of what the world is. 



And that brings us back to Genesis. 

The biblical vision begins with the claim that reality is not accidental. Creation has meaning 
because it comes from God. Human beings have meaning because they are created in 
God's image. The world is not simply material available for manipulation; it is a gift that 
must be received, cultivated, and oNered back to God. 

Kinghorn's deeper warning is that the problem is not simply that we have forgotten the old 
reasons for things. If that were the whole problem, we could simply recover those reasons 
and move forward. His argument is that the very framework that allowed people to perceive 
those reasons has been weakened. 

The loss is not only moral. It is metaphysical. 

It aNects language. It aNects culture. It aNects perception itself. 

This is where Kinghorn sounds very much like C.S. Lewis in The Abolition of Man. Lewis 
warned that a society that loses objective values does not become neutral. Instead, it 
eventually produces people who are increasingly shaped by appetite, preference, and 
manipulation. The machine does not merely give us tools. It begins to shape the people 
who use those tools. 

The question, then, is not simply, "What should we do?" The deeper question is, "What kind 
of people are we becoming?" 

In chapter two, "The Great Unsettling," Kinghorn turns to the problem of rootlessness. He 
begins by warning against utopianism—the desire to create the perfect society. 

This is a very important warning. History has shown us repeatedly that attempts to create 
heaven on earth often end in tyranny. Why? Because human beings are not perfectible 
through systems. Every attempt to engineer a perfect society eventually requires someone 
to decide who must be changed, controlled, or eliminated for the system to work. 

But this raises an interesting question. 

If trying to create a perfect culture is dangerous, what about trying to create a perfect life? A 
perfect family? A perfect parish? 

Is the temptation any diNerent? 

Perhaps the answer is not control but cultivation. There is a diNerence between rooting 
something and controlling it. 



A plant that is rooted is alive. It grows. It develops according to its nature. A gardener 
cannot force a plant to become something completely diNerent. The gardener creates the 
conditions for growth. 

A machine, on the other hand, is controlled. It is optimized. It produces predictable results. 

The Christian approach to formation is much more like gardening than engineering. 

We do not create saints through technique. We cultivate the conditions in which grace can 
transform people. 

Kinghorn connects modernity with rootlessness. That is an important argument, but it also 
raises questions. 

Is the modern West completely rootless? 

Have there been no rooted people in modern cities? Have all traditions disappeared? Is 
there no genuine community outside of rural life? 

As Christians, we should be cautious about declaring an entire culture dead. The Church 
has never approached cultures that way. When the Gospel enters a culture, it does not 
simply destroy everything that came before. It looks for what is true, good, and beautiful, 
and it transforms those things in Christ. 

The question is not, "Is this culture entirely good or entirely bad?" 

The question is, "Where is God already at work, and how can what is good be purified and 
brought into communion with Him?" 

Finally, in chapter three, "The Faustian Fire," Kinghorn engages Oswald Spengler and his 
description of the modern West. 

Spengler argues that every civilization has a life cycle. Civilizations are born, mature, 
decline, and eventually collapse. He describes Western civilization as "Faustian"—
restlessly seeking expansion, mastery, and conquest. 

One of the important images Spengler uses is the contrast between the peasant and the 
modern person. 

The peasant is rooted in place. His life is connected to seasons, land, family, tradition, and 
inherited practices. He participates in a world that is received rather than invented. 

This raises an important theological question: Is the peasant simply a social category, or 
does he represent something deeper? 



Perhaps what Spengler describes is related to what Orthodox Christianity calls the 
liturgical person. 

The liturgical person receives the world as gift. Time is not merely something to manage; it 
is sanctified through feasts and fasts. Creation is not merely material; it is sacramental. 
Human beings are not merely producers and consumers; we are worshipers. 

But this raises another question. 

Can modern people become liturgical people? 

Does someone have to live on a farm, connected to the land, in order to recover this vision 
of reality? 

The Orthodox answer would be no. 

The purpose of liturgy is precisely to restore the right relationship between humanity and 
creation wherever we are. The city can become a place of communion. Technology can be 
used for holiness. Modern people are not beyond redemption. 

At the same time, Spengler forces us to ask an important question. 

If human beings are disconnected from deeper realities, what prevents history from simply 
becoming a contest of marketing, manipulation, and power? 

What keeps us from becoming merely consumers of whatever images and desires are 
placed before us? 

The Orthodox answer is that we need formation. 

We need practices that teach us how to see. 

We need communities that teach us how to love. 

We need worship that reminds us what the world actually is. 

Because the deepest problem is not that the machine exists. 

The deepest problem is that we can forget that we are not machines. 

Questions for Consideration 

Kinghorn argues that many modern disagreements happen because people share 
conclusions but have lost a shared understanding of reality. Do you see this in 
contemporary debates? Where?  



What is the di=erence between preserving a tradition because it is meaningful and 
preserving a tradition because it is familiar? How does the Church distinguish 
between the two?  

Kinghorn contrasts rooting with controlling. Where do we see the temptation to 
"engineer" Christian life rather than cultivate it? (Families, parishes, personal 
spirituality?)  

Is the modern world truly rootless, or are there places where modern people find 
genuine rootedness? What would an Orthodox response look like that neither rejects 
modern culture wholesale nor simply accepts it uncritically?  

If human beings are liturgical creatures, what liturgies are forming people today 
besides the Divine Liturgy? 

 

Gladwell, Part One. 

Let's end tonight by looking at Malcolm Gladwell's David and Goliath. This is an interesting 
book to put at the end of our discussion because it introduces a different way of thinking about 
change. 

So far, we've looked at large forces that shape societies. We've talked about globalization, 
technology, institutions, and the loss of traditional structures. Gladwell brings us down to the 
level of individuals and communities. He asks a very human question: What happens when 
someone finds himself in a situation where the odds seem stacked against him? 

The title comes from the biblical story of David and Goliath. Most people remember the story as 
a simple lesson: the little guy defeats the big guy. The weak defeat the strong. 

But Gladwell argues that this is actually a misunderstanding of the story. 

David wins not because he is stronger than Goliath. He wins because he refuses to fight Goliath's 
battle on Goliath's terms. He recognizes that his apparent weakness is actually an advantage. His 
skill with a sling, his mobility, and his willingness to fight unconventionally allow him to defeat 
someone who appears unbeatable. 

The first chapter gives us the example of Vivek Ranadivé and his daughter's basketball team. 

Ranadivé was a successful technology entrepreneur who decided to coach youth basketball. The 
problem was that he didn't really understand basketball in the traditional sense. He didn't grow 
up with the sport. He did not have the same instincts as experienced coaches. 

But that outsider perspective allowed him to see something others accepted without question. 



Everyone understood that youth basketball was supposed to be played a certain way. You 
brought the ball up the court. You set up your offense. You played within the accepted patterns. 

Ranadivé asked a different question: Why? 

Why are we accepting these assumptions? What if we did something completely different? 

His team used a full-court press constantly. It was unconventional. It was not how basketball was 
normally played. But within the rules of the game, it created a tremendous advantage because 
their opponents were not prepared for it. 

This is an important distinction. 

Creative thinking is not the same thing as ignoring rules. 

The most interesting innovations often come from people who understand the rules well enough 
to see where there is room for creativity. They don't simply reject the system. They find 
possibilities within it that others have overlooked. 

This is also true in warfare. 

Throughout history, unconventional warfare has often allowed smaller forces to challenge larger 
ones. Guerrilla movements, insurgencies, and asymmetric strategies succeed because they refuse 
to fight according to the assumptions of the stronger opponent. 

The lesson is not that rules don't matter. 

The lesson is that every system has assumptions, and sometimes those assumptions create 
vulnerabilities. 

In chapter two, Gladwell introduces Teresa DeBrito and the question of innovation. 

One of the important lessons here is that social science describes tendencies, not laws of physics. 
When we study human behavior, we are looking at patterns, probabilities, and tendencies. But 
people are complicated. 

Averages tell us something, but they don't tell us everything. 

This is especially important when we talk about reform and change. There is a temptation in 
every generation to assume that whatever is new must be better than what came before. We look 
at older practices and call them outdated. We assume that innovation automatically equals 
improvement. 

But that's not true. 

Sometimes old practices are outdated and need to change. 



Sometimes old practices contain wisdom that we have forgotten. 

The challenge is learning the difference. 

Gladwell encourages us to talk to the people who are actually living within a system. The people 
in the trenches often see things that theorists and ideologues miss. They know where systems 
work, where they fail, and where unintended consequences appear. 

This is a very important principle for anyone who wants to improve institutions. 

You don't begin with a theory and force reality to fit the theory. You begin by listening to reality. 

This should sound familiar to Christians. 

The Church has always understood that theology is not merely abstract speculation. Good 
theology emerges from the life of prayer, worship, and pastoral experience. The Fathers did not 
write in isolation from the struggles of real people. They were responding to real questions, real 
controversies, and real needs. 

Finally, chapter three introduces Caroline Sacks and a lesson about culture. 

Her story demonstrates that culture matters. 

We often speak as though individuals make choices in isolation. We imagine that success is 
simply the result of talent, effort, and determination. 

Those things matter. 

But the environment we choose also matters. 

The people around us matter. 

The institutions we join matter. 

The expectations of our community matter. 

The culture we inhabit shapes what we notice, what we value, what we pursue, and even what we 
believe is possible. 

This is one of the most important lessons from the entire book: 

Choose your culture carefully. 

Not because culture determines everything. 

It doesn't. 



Human beings have freedom. We can resist unhealthy environments. We can transform the 
communities we inhabit. 

But we should not pretend that culture has no power. 

This brings us back to many of the questions we've been asking throughout this course. 

Barber asked: What happens when globalization creates both McWorld and Jihad? 

Kinghorn asks: What happens when the machine becomes the dominant force shaping human 
beings? 

Gladwell asks: What happens when individuals and communities find ways to flourish within the 
realities they inhabit? 

The Christian answer adds another dimension. 

The Church is not simply a culture we enter. It is a community that forms us. 

The question is not whether we will be shaped. 

We will. 

The question is: By what? 

Will we be formed primarily by consumer culture? By political tribes? By technology? By 
whatever messages happen to surround us? 

Or will we allow Christ, the Scriptures, the saints, the Eucharist, and the life of the Church to 
shape the way we see the world? 

Because in the end, David did not defeat Goliath because David was secretly a bigger Goliath. 

He won because he knew who he was, he knew what he had been given, and he used those gifts 
faithfully. 

That may be one of the great lessons of history. 

The goal is not to become someone else. 

The goal is to become fully what God created us to be. 

 

 


