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Introduction: Three Questions, One Thread

This is a book about three questions that are usually kept in separate rooms, and about the single thread that, I will argue, runs through all of them.

The first question is personal and inward: the question of the ego — the self at the center of our vision — and how it bends our sense of right and wrong, and where, in the middle of a confusing world, we are to draw the line in our own lives. This is the question each of us wrestles with privately, often without words for it: Why do I so consistently judge in my own favor? Why is the line between right and wrong so clear when others cross it and so blurry when I do? Where is the line, really, and who drew it?

The second question is historical: Why did the message of Jesus — born in Judea, preached first to Jews, rooted entirely in the Hebrew Scriptures — largely fail to take hold among his own people, yet spread with astonishing speed across the Gentile world of the Roman Empire, until within a few centuries it had reshaped the civilization? There is a genuine puzzle here, and it has honest historical answers worth understanding.

The third question is the largest: Why do the great faiths of the world — Judaism, Christianity, and, further afield, Hinduism — keep circling so many of the same truths? Why do traditions that developed oceans apart, with no contact, arrive independently at overlapping intuitions about the ego and the self, about suffering, about compassion and justice, about the longing for something beyond the material? And what does that overlap mean? Does it suggest there are universal truths about life itself — and if so, are those truths something we invented and can therefore bend, or something we discovered and therefore cannot?

The thread that runs through all three, I will argue, is this: there is a moral and spiritual reality woven into the human heart and the structure of the world — a dividing line between good and evil, truth and falsehood, that we did not draw. The ego's great project is to pretend we drew it, so that we can move it to suit ourselves. The spread of the faith across such different peoples points to its being more than a tribal custom. And the deep similarities among the faiths point to a shared human access to real truths that no single culture invented. "For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the law, these, having not the law, are a law unto themselves: which shew the work of the law written in their hearts" (Romans 2:14–15). That verse — the law written on the heart — is the spine of this book.

Let me be honest about the kind of book this is. It is written from a Christian point of view; I believe the fullest answer to all three questions is found in Christ. But it tries to treat history and other faiths fairly rather than as caricatures, because truth is not served by distortion, and because a thesis worth holding should be able to face the facts honestly. So I will name real historical reasons, real similarities, and real differences — not to relativize the faith, but because the case for universal truth is actually stronger, not weaker, when we look honestly at how widely its light has been glimpsed.

We begin where all of it begins: not with history or comparative religion, but with the self — the ego, and the dividing line it is always trying to move.
Chapter 1: The Ego and the Dividing Line


"The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?"

— Jeremiah 17:9




"There is a way which seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof are the ways of death."

— Proverbs 14:12



The Self at the Center

Every one of us is born looking out from behind our own eyes, with ourselves at the center of the picture. This is natural and, in a sense, unavoidable — but it is also the root of a profound distortion. The ego, by which I mean the self insisting on its own centrality, does not merely want things; it wants to be the measure of things. It wants to be the one who decides what is right and wrong, and it decides, with remarkable consistency, in its own favor.

Observe it in yourself, because that is the only place you can observe it honestly. Notice how clearly you see the faults of others and how readily you excuse the same faults in yourself. Notice how the line between acceptable and unacceptable shifts depending on which side of it you happen to be standing. When someone else is harsh, they are cruel; when you are harsh, you were provoked. When someone else cuts a corner, they are dishonest; when you cut the same corner, you had good reasons. The ego is a tireless lawyer, always arguing your case, always finding the interpretation that leaves you innocent. This is what Jeremiah means by the heart being "deceitful above all things" — not merely that we deceive others, but that we deceive ourselves, and are the easiest of all people to fool.

This self-deception is the deepest reason we need something outside ourselves to tell us where the line is. If the ego is the judge, the verdict is fixed before the trial begins. "There is a way which seemeth right unto a man" — note that: it seems right, to the man himself — "but the end thereof are the ways of death" (Proverbs 14:12). The way seems right precisely because the ego has arranged for it to seem right. The self is not a reliable narrator of its own goodness. And so the first and most important discovery on the road to wisdom is a humbling one: I cannot trust myself to draw the line.

The Line We Did Not Draw

Here is where the whole book turns. The ego's instinct is to believe that the moral line is ours — that right and wrong are things we invent, define, and may therefore redraw whenever they inconvenience us. If I drew the line, I can move it. If my culture drew the line, my culture can move it. This is perhaps the most seductive idea in human history, because it promises freedom from any judgment but our own.

But reflect on how we actually experience morality, and a different picture emerges. When we are genuinely wronged — truly betrayed, truly cheated, truly cruelly treated — we do not experience our outrage as a mere preference, as though we were simply reporting that we dislike what happened the way we dislike a flavor of food. We experience it as an appeal to something real, something the other person ought to have known and honored, something that would still be true even if they disagreed. We say "that's not fair" and mean that fairness is a real standard they violated, not just that we are displeased. In the very act of moral complaint, we appeal to a line we did not draw and cannot move — a standard above both ourselves and the one who wronged us.

This is a profound clue about the nature of reality, and thinkers across the centuries have noticed it. The sense that some things are really right and others really wrong — not just disliked, but wrong — points beyond human invention to a moral reality we discover rather than create. And Scripture names its source: it is "written in their hearts" (Romans 2:15), inscribed there by the One who made us. The line is real. It is not ours. And the ego's great project — the project this whole book is set against — is the attempt to pretend otherwise, to seize the pen and redraw the line wherever self-interest prefers it.

Where to Draw the Line in Your Own Life

If the line is real and not ours to invent, then the practical task of life is not to draw the line according to our preferences but to discover it and align ourselves with it. And this reframes the question you may have come to this book asking — "where do I draw the line in my own life?" — in an important way. You are not the author of the line; you are its student. The question is not "where would I prefer the line to be?" but "where is it actually, and how do I bring my life into agreement with it?"

This is both humbling and freeing. Humbling, because it dethrones the ego — I am not the measure of right and wrong; I am answerable to a standard I did not set. Freeing, because it means morality is not an exhausting act of personal invention, forever defending arbitrary preferences, but a discovery of something solid and real that I can lean my whole weight on. The person who knows the line is real and not his own can stop the endless self-justifying litigation of the ego and simply ask, humbly, "What is true here? What is actually right?" — and then try, with God's help, to walk in it.

Drawing the line in your own life, then, begins with dethroning the self as judge and submitting to the reality of a moral order you did not make. It means distrusting the ego's verdicts in your own favor, seeking the true line in the light of God's revelation, and asking continually to be shown where you have quietly moved the line to excuse yourself. "Search me, O God, and know my heart... and see if there be any wicked way in me" (Psalm 139:23–24). That prayer is the opposite of the ego's project. It invites the true Judge to show us where the real line runs, especially where we have pretended not to see it.

Having located the deepest issue in the ego and its attempt to move a line it did not draw, we turn now outward and backward — to a particular time and place where the eternal line stepped into history, and where the human ego, individual and collective, was confronted as never before: the world that Jesus entered.
Chapter 2: The World Jesus Entered


"But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law."

— Galatians 4:4




"He came unto his own, and his own received him not."

— John 1:11



A Particular Time and Place

Christianity did not begin as a timeless philosophy floating free of history. It began at a specific moment, in a specific place, among a specific people — first-century Judea, under Roman occupation, among the Jewish people with their ancient covenant, their Law, their Temple, and their long-burning hope for a deliverer. Paul calls it "the fulness of the time" (Galatians 4:4) — the sense that the moment was ripe, prepared, that the stage had been set over long centuries for what was about to happen. To understand both why the message divided his own people and why it later spread so far, we have to understand that stage.

The Jewish people of Jesus' day were a people defined by their covenant with the one God — a fierce and hard-won monotheism in a world of many gods. They were marked out by the Law of Moses, by circumcision, by dietary laws, by the Sabbath, by the Temple in Jerusalem where sacrifice was offered. They were, crucially, a people waiting — waiting for the fulfillment of ancient promises, for a Messiah, an anointed one who would deliver them. But their expectation had taken a particular shape over centuries of foreign domination: many hoped for a Messiah who would be a political and military deliverer, one who would throw off the Roman yoke, restore the kingdom to Israel, and reign in visible, national triumph. This expectation matters enormously, because it is the key to why so many did not recognize the Messiah who actually came.

The Weight of the Expectation

Into this world came Jesus — and he fit the expectation and shattered it at the same time. He claimed the ancient titles and fulfilled the ancient prophecies, but not in the shape most were looking for. He came not as a conquering general but as a servant. He spoke not of overthrowing Rome but of a kingdom "not of this world" (John 18:36). He welcomed the outcast, touched the unclean, and reserved his sharpest words for the religious establishment. And then, most scandalously of all, instead of conquering, he was crucified — executed in the most shameful way the Roman world knew, a death that to most of his contemporaries was the definitive proof that he could not possibly have been the Messiah. For how could God's anointed deliverer end on a Roman cross, apparently defeated?

"He came unto his own, and his own received him not" (John 1:11). That verse is the hinge of this whole book's historical section, and it names a genuine and poignant puzzle. The one who came in fulfillment of Israel's own Scriptures, to Israel's own people, was largely not received by them. This was not, as it has too often been slandered to be, a matter of some unique wickedness in a people; it was, in large part, the collision between the shape of the expectation and the shape of the fulfillment. A crucified Messiah was, in the words Paul would later use, "unto the Jews a stumblingblock" (1 Corinthians 1:23) — not because they were uniquely hard-hearted, but because a crucified deliverer contradicted the deepest grain of what deliverance was expected to look like. The ego of a nation's hope, we might say, had drawn its own picture of the Messiah, and the real one did not match the drawing.

The Collision of the Line and the Expectation

There is a connection here to the first chapter that we should not miss. We saw that the ego draws its own lines and resists the real one. Something similar operates at the level of a whole people's religious expectation. Over centuries, a picture of what the Messiah must be had hardened — understandably, from real suffering and real promises — into a kind of fixed expectation. When the reality came, bearing the eternal dividing line into history in person, it did not match the fixed picture, and so the picture, for many, won out over the reality. This is not a flaw peculiar to one people; it is a universal human pattern. We all tend to prefer our settled expectations to the disruptive reality, especially when the reality humbles us.

And this is precisely why understanding the world Jesus entered matters for our own lives. The same dynamic that caused many to miss the Messiah — the preference for our own fixed picture over the humbling reality, the ego's resistance to a line it did not draw — operates in every human heart, including ours. We, too, have our pictures of what God must be like, what truth must be like, what our own righteousness must be like. And the real thing, when it comes, often confronts and contradicts our pictures. The question each of us faces is whether we will, like so many, cling to the picture — or whether we will receive the reality, even when it humbles us and shatters our expectations.

Why the message was not received among Jesus' own people deserves fuller and more careful treatment, because it is so often told badly and unfairly. To that honest accounting we now turn.
Chapter 3: Why It Did Not Catch in Judaism


"But we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks foolishness."

— 1 Corinthians 1:23




"I say the truth in Christ, I lie not... that I have great heaviness and continual sorrow in my heart. For I could wish that myself were accursed from Christ for my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh."

— Romans 9:1–3



A Question to Handle With Care

We come to a question that must be handled with great care, because it has been answered terribly and cruelly throughout history, and that cruelty has borne appalling fruit. The question is why the Christian message, born within Judaism, did not take hold among most of the Jewish people. For centuries this question was answered with contempt and slander, and that answer fueled unspeakable persecution. So let me say clearly at the outset what the honest historical answer is not: it is not that there was some unique wickedness or hardness in the Jewish people. That answer is both false and wicked, and the Apostle Paul — himself a Jew, writing with "great heaviness and continual sorrow" for his own people — would have been horrified by it. The real reasons are more understandable, more human, and more instructive.

Indeed, we should begin by remembering that the entire first wave of the movement was Jewish. Jesus was a Jew. All the first disciples were Jews. The first thousands who believed, in Jerusalem, were Jews. The question is not why no Jews believed — many did, and the faith was entirely Jewish at its birth — but why it did not become the majority movement within Judaism, and instead found its great harvest among the Gentiles. The answer lies in several deep features of the situation.

The Stumbling Block of the Cross

The first and deepest reason Paul names directly: "we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumblingblock" (1 Corinthians 1:23). As we saw, the dominant expectation of the Messiah was of a triumphant deliverer, and a crucified Messiah appeared to be a contradiction in terms. The Law itself declared, "he that is hanged is accursed of God" (Deuteronomy 21:23) — so a Messiah who was crucified seemed, on the face of it, not merely a failed Messiah but an accursed one. The claim that this crucified man was the long-awaited anointed deliverer was not a small adjustment to the expectation; it was a scandal that struck at the very heart of it. To accept it required a complete reinterpretation of what Messiahship and deliverance meant — seeing the cross not as defeat but as the very means of victory. That is an enormous reframing, and it is entirely understandable that many could not or would not make it.

The Weight of Law, Covenant, and Temple

The second cluster of reasons has to do with the Law, the covenant, and the Temple — the very things that defined Jewish identity and had been faithfully guarded, often at the cost of martyrdom, for centuries. The emerging Christian movement, especially as it developed, taught that the Law's ceremonial requirements were fulfilled in Christ, that circumcision was no longer the essential mark of God's people, that the Temple sacrifices were superseded by Christ's one sacrifice. Whatever one makes of these claims theologically, one can see immediately why they would be enormously difficult to accept for a people whose entire identity and faithfulness were bound up in precisely these things.

To embrace the new movement could feel like abandoning the covenant of Abraham and Moses — the very covenant the Jewish people had kept with such costly fidelity through centuries of pressure to assimilate. From that vantage point, faithfulness to God seemed to require rejecting the new teaching, not embracing it. This was not stubbornness; it was, by its own lights, loyalty. The tragedy, from the Christian point of view, is that the fulfillment appeared to be a betrayal — that the completion of the covenant looked, to many devoted hearts, like its abandonment. One can hold the Christian conviction that Christ fulfilled the Law while still deeply understanding why faithful people experienced the claim as a threat to everything they had faithfully preserved.

Paul's Sorrow, Not Contempt

Notice how the New Testament itself models the attitude we should take toward this question. Paul, the great apostle to the Gentiles, does not write of his own people with contempt or triumph. He writes with anguish: "I have great heaviness and continual sorrow in my heart. For I could wish that myself were accursed from Christ for my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh" (Romans 9:2–3). This is love, not disdain. Paul would rather be cut off himself than see his people cut off. And he insists that God has not cast them away: "Hath God cast away his people? God forbid" (Romans 11:1). Whatever the mystery of why the message was not more widely received among them, Paul treats it as an occasion for sorrow and continued love, and for humility among the Gentiles who did receive it — warning them explicitly against any arrogance: "boast not against the branches... thou bearest not the root, but the root thee" (Romans 11:18).

This matters for us because how we hold this history reveals whether we have learned the book's central lesson about the ego. The ego loves to feel superior — to say "we received it because we were better; they missed it because they were worse." Paul forbids exactly this. The honest reasons the message did not catch within Judaism have nothing to do with superiority and everything to do with the genuine difficulty of the claims, the weight of a faithfully-kept covenant, and the scandal of a crucified Messiah. We who look back should do so with Paul's sorrow and humility, not with contempt — remembering that the root supports us, not we the root. Having understood why the message divided his own people, we turn to the equally important question: why, among the Gentiles, it spread with such astonishing speed.
Chapter 4: Why It Spread Like Wildfire


"Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost."

— Matthew 28:19




"There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus."

— Galatians 3:28



The Astonishing Spread

Within roughly three centuries, a movement that began with a small band of followers of a crucified Galilean teacher had spread across the entire Roman Empire and beyond, until it would become the dominant faith of the Western world. By any historical measure this is extraordinary — one of the most remarkable and rapid diffusions of a belief in human history. How did it happen? The Christian will rightly say, at the deepest level, that it was the work of God and the truth of the message itself. But God works through means, and the historical means are worth understanding, for they are part of the "fulness of the time" into which the faith was born.

The Prepared Ground

Several features of the Greco-Roman world served as prepared ground. There was the Roman peace — the Pax Romana — which made travel across the Mediterranean world safer and more possible than ever before, and the vast network of Roman roads that connected the empire. There was a common language, Greek, spoken across the eastern empire and widely understood, in which the message could be preached and the Scriptures written and read. There was the prior dispersion of the Jewish people throughout the empire, with synagogues in city after city, which gave the first missionaries a natural starting point: communities already worshiping the one God and reading the Hebrew Scriptures, among whom were many Gentile "God-fearers" already attracted to Jewish monotheism and ethics but not fully converted. These God-fearers, drawn to the one God but not bound by the full requirements of the Law, proved especially receptive to a message that offered them full inclusion.

And there was a spiritual hunger in the Greco-Roman world that the old paganism was increasingly failing to satisfy — a sense of the emptiness of the civic gods, a longing for meaning, for genuine transformation, for a hope that could face death. Into that hunger the Christian message spoke with startling power.

The Power of the Message and the Witness of the Life

But prepared ground does not explain everything; many messages traveled the same roads in the same language and did not transform the world. Something in the message and its practitioners was uniquely compelling. Consider its universality. Where most ancient religions were tied to a particular people, place, or nation, the Christian message addressed every human being as such: "Go ye therefore, and teach all nations" (Matthew 28:19). "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus" (Galatians 3:28). In a rigidly stratified world of ethnic division, slavery, and the subordination of women, this message of fundamental equality and belonging — all one in Christ — was revolutionary and deeply attractive to the very people the old order had excluded: the poor, the enslaved, the marginalized, the women who found in it a dignity the surrounding culture denied them.

Consider, too, the way the early Christians lived, which may have been the single most powerful witness of all. They cared for the poor and the sick, including those who were not their own. In times of plague, when others fled the cities, Christians famously stayed to nurse the dying, often at the cost of their own lives. They rescued abandoned infants. They welcomed slave and free to the same table. "By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one to another" (John 13:35) — and the watching world did take notice. The quality of the common life, the strength of the community, the care for the vulnerable, proved magnetic in a world that had little such care to offer.

And consider the witness of the martyrs. When Christians were persecuted and executed, they often went to their deaths with a serenity and even joy that astonished onlookers. This was not the behavior of people who believed a comfortable lie; it was the behavior of people who believed, with their whole lives, something they held to be true beyond death. "The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church," as the ancient saying went — the willingness of ordinary believers to die rather than deny their faith was itself a powerful argument that drew others to ask what could possibly be worth such conviction.

What the Spread Suggests

Step back and consider what this astonishing spread suggests for the larger argument of this book. A message spread this far, this fast, across so many different peoples and cultures — Jew and Greek, slave and free, rich and poor, across languages and nations — is behaving less like a local tribal custom and more like something with universal reach, something that answers a hunger present in human beings as such. This does not by itself prove the message true; popularity is not truth. But it is at least consistent with the book's central claim: that there is something universal in the human heart to which this message speaks — a universal longing, a universal moral sense, a universal need that crosses every cultural boundary.

This brings us naturally to our third and largest question. For if the Christian message spread so widely because it answered something universal in the human heart, we should expect to find traces of that same universal reality in other traditions as well — glimpses of the same truths, approached from different directions. And indeed we do. To the deep similarities among the great faiths, and what they mean, we now turn.
Chapter 5: Deep Similarities Across the Faiths


"That was the true Light, which lighteth every man that cometh into the world."

— John 1:9




"For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made."

— Romans 1:20



Honest Observation

Anyone who studies the great religious traditions of the world honestly will notice something striking: for all their profound differences, they share a remarkable number of deep intuitions. Judaism, Christianity, and — further afield, developing in an entirely different civilization with no contact — Hinduism, keep circling some of the same great themes. It is worth naming these honestly, because the honest observation is actually a support for this book's thesis, not a threat to it.

Consider the shared concern with the ego and the self. All three traditions, in their own ways, identify the grasping, self-centered ego as the root of human trouble, and all call for its humbling or transcending. Christianity calls for dying to self: "whosoever will save his life shall lose it" (Matthew 16:25). The Hindu traditions speak at length of the illusion of the grasping self and the need to transcend the ego's cravings. Judaism speaks of subduing the yetzer hara, the evil inclination. The specific theology differs enormously, but the shared diagnosis — that unchecked self-centeredness is the human disease — is unmistakable.

Consider the shared concern with compassion, justice, and the moral treatment of others. Some version of the ethic of reciprocity — treat others as you would be treated — appears across the traditions. Care for the poor, honesty, the condemnation of cruelty and exploitation, the call to compassion: these moral intuitions recur with striking regularity. Consider, too, the shared recognition of suffering as central to the human condition, and the shared longing for the transcendent — the conviction, across cultures, that the material world is not all there is, that there is a reality beyond, and that human beings are made to seek it.

What the Similarities Do — and Do Not — Mean

Now, what do we make of this? Here we must be careful in two opposite directions, because there are two tempting errors.

The first error is to flatten the differences — to say that since the faiths share so much, they are "all really the same," all equally valid paths up the same mountain. This is a popular sentiment, but it does not survive honest examination. The differences among the traditions are not minor details; they are often fundamental and genuinely irreconcilable. Hinduism, in most of its forms, holds to a cyclical view of time, reincarnation, and (in many schools) an ultimately impersonal absolute, with many paths and many manifestations of the divine. Judaism and Christianity hold to a linear view of history, one personal God, a single life followed by judgment, and a covenantal relationship between God and humanity. Christianity makes the specific and exclusive claim that God became incarnate in the particular person of Jesus Christ, died, and rose — a claim the other traditions do not share and in fact contradict. To pretend these are all saying the same thing is not generous; it is simply inaccurate, and it disrespects each tradition by refusing to take its actual claims seriously. The similarities are real, but so are the differences, and honesty requires holding both.

The second error is the opposite: to be so threatened by the similarities that we deny them, insisting that other traditions contain nothing true or good, that every glimpse of truth outside Christianity is mere deception. This, too, fails the test of honesty, and Scripture itself does not require it. On the contrary, the Christian tradition has long had a way of understanding the similarities that neither flattens the differences nor denies the shared truths.

The Light That Lights Every Man

That way is found in the opening of John's Gospel, describing Christ as the eternal Word: "That was the true Light, which lighteth every man that cometh into the world" (John 1:9). And in Paul's declaration that God's reality is, in some measure, visible to all people everywhere: "the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made; so that they are without excuse" (Romans 1:20). And in the law "written in their hearts" that we met at the very beginning (Romans 2:15).

Here is a framework that makes sense of everything we have observed. If there is one true God who made all human beings in his image, who has woven a moral law into every human heart, and whose eternal Word is the true Light that gives light to every person — then we would expect to find glimpses of real truth scattered across the human traditions. We would expect different cultures, independently, to perceive something of the moral law, to recognize the problem of the grasping ego, to sense the reality beyond the material, to arrive at the ethic of reciprocity. Not because all the traditions are equally true or equally complete — they are not — but because all human beings have access to the same light, however partially and imperfectly they perceive it, and however much it is mixed with error and distorted by the very ego we have been discussing.

On this view, the similarities among the faiths are not an embarrassment to be explained away, nor a proof that all faiths are the same. They are exactly what we should expect if there is one real moral and spiritual order, dimly perceived by all because the light "lighteth every man," and more fully revealed in Christ. The glimpses are real; they are glimpses of something real. And that "something real" is the universal truth we must now consider directly — and ask whether it is fixed, or whether it can be bent.
Chapter 6: Universal Truths and the Law Written on the Heart


"For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the law, these, having not the law, are a law unto themselves: which shew the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness."

— Romans 2:14–15




"He hath made every thing beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world in their heart."

— Ecclesiastes 3:11



The Decisive Question

We arrive at the question toward which the whole book has been building: Are there universal truths about life itself — real for all people, in all places, at all times? And if there are, can they be bent and fixed to our liking, or are they beyond our power to alter? This is not an abstract philosophical puzzle; it is one of the most practically important questions a person can answer, because everything about how we live depends on it. If moral truth is something we invent, then it is ours to redraw, and the ego is finally the measure of all things. If moral truth is something we discover, then we are answerable to it, and the ego must bow.

Everything we have observed in this book points toward the second answer. The moral sense that appears across all cultures; the way we experience real wrongs as violations of a standard we did not invent; the spread of a message that answered a universal human hunger; the glimpses of the same truths scattered across the great traditions — all of this converges on the conclusion that there is a real moral and spiritual order, universal to human beings, which we discover rather than create.

The Law Written on the Heart

Scripture names this directly, and it is worth dwelling on the astonishing claim of Romans 2. Paul observes that Gentiles — people who never received the written Law of Moses — nonetheless "do by nature the things contained in the law" and so "shew the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness" (Romans 2:14–15). This is a remarkable statement. Paul is saying that the moral law is not merely an external code delivered to one people; it is inscribed on the human heart as such, so that even those without the written law have access to its substance, and their own conscience bears witness to it. The moral law is universal because it is written into human nature by the One who made human nature.

This explains everything we have been observing. It explains why cultures with no contact arrive at overlapping moral intuitions — because the same law is written on every heart. It explains why we experience real wrongs as violations of an objective standard — because there is an objective standard, inscribed in us. It explains why the great traditions glimpse the same truths — because all are reading, however imperfectly, the same text written on the human heart and displayed in the created world. "He hath set the world in their heart" (Ecclesiastes 3:11) — there is a sense of eternity, of a larger order, planted in every human being. The universal truths are real, and they are universal precisely because their Author wrote them into the universal human constitution.

Can They Be Bent or Fixed?

Now to the sharpest form of the question: if these truths are real and universal, can they be bent or fixed? Can we alter them to suit ourselves?

The answer this book presses toward is: we can bend ourselves against them, but we cannot bend them. The moral law, like a physical law, is not altered by our disobedience to it or our denial of it. We may ignore the law of gravity, but we do not thereby change it; we only ensure that when we step off the cliff, the law has its way with us. So with the moral law. We may deny that cruelty is wrong, redefine our terms, construct elaborate justifications, and move the line in our own minds — but we do not thereby change the reality. The line remains where it was drawn, by the One who drew it. What we change is not the law but our relationship to it: we put ourselves in the wrong, we damage ourselves and others, we reap what we sow. "Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap" (Galatians 6:7).

This is why the ego's great project — the attempt to seize the pen and redraw the moral line — is finally doomed, however much damage it does along the way. The ego can deceive itself that it has moved the line. It can even persuade whole cultures that the line has moved. But the reality is unmoved, and reality always, eventually, asserts itself. The universal truths cannot be bent; they can only be obeyed or disobeyed, and disobedience does not alter them but only breaks us against them. There is tremendous sobriety in this, and also tremendous hope. Sobriety, because it means we are genuinely answerable to a reality beyond our control. Hope, because it means reality is trustworthy — that there is a solid floor of truth beneath the shifting opinions of the age, something we can build a life on that will not give way.

The Humility and the Confidence This Produces

Holding that there are fixed universal truths produces a particular posture in the one who holds it rightly — a posture of both humility and confidence, each guarding against the other's excess. Humility, because if the truth is fixed and not mine, then I am its student, not its author; I must approach it with the readiness to be corrected, aware that my own ego constantly tries to bend my perception of it in my favor. I cannot claim to have the whole truth perfectly in my grasp; I see "through a glass, darkly" (1 Corinthians 13:12). This humility is what keeps conviction from curdling into arrogance.

But also confidence, because the truth, though I hold it imperfectly, is real — not my invention, not my culture's preference, not a passing opinion, but a solid reality I can lean my whole weight upon. This confidence is what keeps humility from dissolving into the fashionable notion that nothing can really be known and every view is as good as every other. The one who knows the truth is fixed can hold his convictions firmly while holding himself humbly — confident in the reality, humble about his grasp of it. That combination, rare and precious, is the fruit of believing that universal truths exist and cannot be bent. And it leads directly to the final, practical question of the whole book: how, then, do we draw the line in our own lives, as we navigate a world full of competing claims?
Chapter 7: Drawing the Line in Your Own Life


"Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding. In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths."

— Proverbs 3:5–6




"And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God."

— Romans 12:2



Bringing It Home

We have traveled a long way — from the ego and its attempt to move a line it did not draw, through the world Jesus entered and the honest reasons his message divided his own people and spread like wildfire among the Gentiles, through the deep similarities among the faiths and what they reveal about a light that lights every person, to the conclusion that there are real, universal, unbendable truths written on the human heart. Now all of it must come home to the single practical question each of us actually lives with: How do I draw the line in my own life? How do I navigate this world, with its competing claims and constant pressures, in a way that aligns me with the real line rather than the ego's counterfeit?

The first thing to say is that, as we have seen, "drawing the line" is really a matter of discovering and aligning with a line already drawn, not inventing one. This single shift changes the whole posture of the moral life. You are not the author of right and wrong, improvising arbitrary rules and defending them by willpower. You are a student of a real order, seeking to perceive it truly and conform your life to it. That is at once more humbling and far more secure than the exhausting project of being your own lawgiver.

Lean Not on Your Own Understanding

The governing instruction for this task is given in Proverbs: "Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding. In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths" (Proverbs 3:5–6). Here is the direct antidote to the ego's project. The ego leans entirely on its own understanding, trusts its own verdicts, makes itself the measure. Wisdom does the opposite: it distrusts its own ego-bent understanding and leans instead on the One who drew the line, acknowledging him in all our ways and trusting him to direct our paths.

This is not a call to abandon thinking; it is a call to a humbler and truer thinking — one that holds its own conclusions with suspicion precisely where the ego has the most to gain, and that submits them continually to a wisdom higher than our own. We saw in the first chapter that the heart is "deceitful above all things" and that we are the easiest people for ourselves to fool. The practical remedy is to lean not on that compromised understanding but on God — to pray, as we draw every line, "Lord, show me the real line here, especially where my ego has an interest in moving it." To draw the line in your own life is, first and most importantly, to stop trusting the ego's drawing and start seeking God's.

The Renewed Mind in a Pluralistic World

But we live in a world of competing claims — a pluralistic world where many voices, many cultures, many faiths, and many ideologies press their own versions of the line upon us. How do we navigate this without either arrogantly dismissing everyone else or spinelessly dissolving into whatever the culture around us happens to believe? The answer is the renewed and discerning mind: "be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God" (Romans 12:2).

Notice how this holds together everything the book has argued. We are not to be conformed to the world — we do not simply absorb whatever the surrounding culture declares the line to be, for the culture's line, too, is often just the collective ego's preference. But neither do we retreat into a closed, fearful dismissal of everything outside ourselves. Instead, we are transformed by the renewing of the mind, so that we can prove — test, discern, examine — what is genuinely good and true. This is exactly the posture of humility-with-confidence we described: open enough to recognize truth wherever its light has fallen, including in unexpected places, yet anchored enough in the revealed truth of God not to be blown about by every claim. We can honor the glimpses of truth in other traditions precisely because we hold that there is one real light that lights every person; and we can hold our own convictions firmly because we believe that light shone most fully and finally in Christ.

The Line, and the One Who Drew It

So where do you draw the line in your own life? You draw it by dethroning the ego as judge; by distrusting your own verdicts especially where they favor you; by leaning not on your own understanding but on God, who drew the real line; by renewing your mind in his truth so that you can discern the good; by honoring truth wherever its light has fallen while holding fast to its fullest revelation; and by remembering always that the line is real, universal, and unbendable — that you are not its author but its student, answerable to the One who wrote it on your heart.

And here, at the end, is the deepest word of all, the word that keeps this whole project from becoming a cold moralism. The One who drew the line is not merely a distant lawgiver; he is the God who, in Christ, stepped across the dividing line himself to rescue those who had broken it. The same Light that lights every person entered the world in person, met us in our ego and our line-moving and our rebellion, and bore the consequence of the broken law himself upon the cross. The line is real and we have all crossed it; that is the sober truth. But the One who drew it loves us enough to have made a way back across it — not by bending the line, which cannot be bent, but by satisfying it himself and offering us his own righteousness. To draw the line rightly in your own life, finally, is to come home to him: to the God who is both the Author of the truth that cannot be bent and the Savior who crossed every line to bring us back.
Conclusion: Some Lines Were Drawn Before Us

We began with three questions that are usually kept apart: the inward question of the ego and the moral line; the historical question of why the Christian message divided its own people yet spread like wildfire among the nations; and the great comparative question of why the faiths share such deep intuitions and whether there are universal truths that can or cannot be bent. And we have followed a single thread through all three.

That thread is this: there is a real moral and spiritual order — a dividing line between good and evil, truth and falsehood — that human beings did not draw. The ego's deepest project is to pretend we drew it, so that we may move it to our convenience; and the whole drama of the moral life is the struggle between that project and the humble submission to a line we did not make. We saw this line step into history in the person of Jesus, confronting the fixed expectations of his own people, received by some and resisted by many for reasons more human and understandable than the cruel caricatures of history have allowed. We saw the message spread across the world because it answered a hunger universal to the human heart, behaving like something with universal reach rather than a local custom. We saw that the great faiths share deep intuitions precisely because there is one Light that lights every person and one law written on every heart — glimpsed everywhere, however partially, and revealed most fully in Christ. And we concluded that the universal truths are real and cannot be bent; we can only bend ourselves against them, to our own breaking, or submit to them, to our own flourishing.

What does all this mean for you? It means that when you face the question of where to draw the line in your own life, you are not facing a blank page on which to write whatever you please. You are facing a reality already there, a line already drawn, which it is your task to discover and align with rather than invent. It means you can stop the exhausting litigation of the ego, forever defending your own preferred verdicts, and rest instead on a truth that is solid, real, and trustworthy. It means you can walk through a pluralistic world of competing claims with both humility and confidence — humble because you hold the truth imperfectly, confident because the truth is real and not your invention. And it means, most deeply of all, that the One who drew the line is not against you but for you — that he crossed every dividing line himself, in Christ, to bring you home.

"He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?" (Micah 6:8). There is the line, drawn long before us, universal and unbendable, written on every heart and revealed in full by the God who made us. We do not get to move it. But we are invited, by grace, to walk along it — to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with the God who drew it. Some lines we draw. Some lines were drawn before us. Wisdom, and life itself, lie in knowing the difference.

To God alone be the glory.
