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Preface

What is “Modern Theology”?

Attempts to define Christian theology can be notoriously facile. One is often told that
such theology is “faith seeking understanding.” Alternately, it is often remarked that
theology is the interpretation of doctrine, so that one regards interpretation as the busi-
ness of testing and applying doctrine to the experienced life of the Church. Richard
Hooker defined theology as “the science of things divine,” and developing Hooker’s
statement is Locke’s famous definition of theology, from 1698:

Theology, which, containing the knowledge of God and his creatures, our duty to him and
our fellow-creatures, and a view of our present and future state, is the comprehension of
all other knowledge, directed to its true end.

Each of these definitions works quite straightforwardly, as do many others. One of the
things one constantly discovers is that if Christian theology is Christian talk of God,
then the fact that there are many different ways of doing that in today’s world demon-
strates that pluralism is inherent to any question of how to define theology. What
matters then is to what extent such pluralism is true; or, better, to what extent theo-
logical ideas allow for different interpretations.

Attempts to define modern theology exacerbate this difficulty, for the singular reason
that the concept “modernity” itself allows for no unambiguous definition. To support
this argument, consider solely whether “modernity” is concerned with time, or scope.
Is “modernity” a period of history, or is it a particular way of understanding? In other
words, if one is attempting a first definition of modern theology, does one try to define
a particular period of Christian history, with a start and an end, or does one try to define
a way of thinking about Christian ideas that might be coterminous with a specific
historical period, but which is intellectual rather than circumstantial?

If the former — as is often the case — then modern theology is roughly the period
1600-1980, with early modernity arguably evident in the sixteenth century, and late
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modernity giving way to postmodernity in the 1980s. If the latter, then modern theol-
ogy “begins” when people seek to think about their faith in terms of the world in which
they live, rather than the other way round. One might characterize this intellectual def-
inition in relation to time — one might still trace its origin to around 1600, for example
—but the essential quality is the way of thinking, rather than the historic moment when
it started to occur.

These initial definitions need greater attention, however. If the governing factor is
time, then questions about modernity’s beginnings and ends, and hence questions
about premodernity and postmodernity, become identifiable with specific historical
texts and contexts, ideas and arguments. As a way of testing this argument, one can
consider how it works as a way of interpreting a classic text. And, taking a text that is
well beyond the usual scope of modern theology (if modernity is defined temporally),
then one can legitimately ask whether or not Dante’s Divine Comedy is a work of modern
theology, and thereby whether or not modernity itself is a viable concept in interpret-
ing a text written in 1321. On this reading, it is clearly nonsensical to argue that
Dante’s Divine Comedy is a modern text, since overwhelmingly scholarship contends
that modern theology “begins” no earlier than the mid-sixteenth century. The argu-
ment is elementary: 1321 is earlier than 1550; quod erat demonstrandum.

If modernity is defined in terms of scope, however, the situation becomes much more
complex. Considering the same, unusual example, Dante’s Divine Comedy, one now has
to ask whether or not the text itself betrays what one might call a modern theological
understanding of the relationship between God and the world, and then whether or not
this betrayal is deliberate or accidental; i.e., intended by Dante, or not. If Dante intended
to write a text that demonstrates a modern understanding of the relationship between
God and the world, then his Divine Comedy is a work of modern theology, whether or
not it was written in 1321.

Such an exercise requires that one first decide what criteria one considers funda-
mental to one’s definition of modernity. That argument, however, is itself circular,
because: What comes first, a modern understanding, or criteria of the modern? Or,
stated more clearly: What possible criteria for defining modernity can one identify, that
do not arise naturally from the texts that were written in modern times? One recognizes
the problem: criteria of interpretation that are alien to the texts to be interpreted are
often worse than useless.

All of this becomes quickly and unnecessarily baffling, almost as if the sheer diffi-
culty of defining the way Christians speak of God is not in itself sufficiently difficult.
For the sake of argument, therefore, this Companion grants that questions of historical
contingency — time — are secondary to questions of critical thinking — scope — and that
consequently modern theology is to be defined in terms of how we consider the prob-
lems that arise when theologians attempt to understand the relationship between God
and the world. Here we can make a first assertion that governs the philosophy of this
volume: modern theology begins when theologians look beyond the Church for answers
to their questions.

Such an argument allows one to focus upon certain key texts, individuals, themes,
and arguments, whilst not covering others. To some extent it is arbitrary, of course:
decisions about inclusion and exclusion generally are. Modern theology has a
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manageable shape, however, one that has been recognized and studied for several
generations, and one that remains largely normative for how one understands much
Christian reflection in the eighteenth to twentieth centuries. It is characterized by ques-
tions of engagement with philosophy, society, science, and culture, and populated — if
that is the right term — by such figures as Kant, Hegel, Schleiermacher, Barth, and
Rahner. It is a period when certain ways of interpreting Christian ideas arrived at new
definitions of history and eschatology, for example, or the central doctrines of the
Christian faith. And it was — is — a period when new challenges arose to make people
think about their faith with renewed urgency. As indicated, however, one key intellec-
tual idea characterizes these attempts: people start to look beyond the Church for
answers to their questions.

Dante’s Divine Comedy

Naturally enough, therefore, the vast majority of texts and ideas that will be consid-
ered in this volume come from the period when people started looking beyond the
Church for answers to their questions, after approximately 1700. To find a way into a
more nuanced definition, however, one may reconsider Dante’s Divine Comedy at this
point, making a distinction between medieval and modern theologies that is informa-
tive. The traditional way to understand Dante’s poem is to view it as a reflection upon
the tension between philosophy and theology, personified in the figures of Virgil and
Dante respectively. On this reading philosophy leads the pilgrim — Dante — into a
sequence of reflections and encounters, principally with the consequences of moral
failings. This process is characterized by a high degree of openness, so that for Virgil
reason is given free rein to address the questions humanity faces in understanding itself
morally.

This process, however, is very limited: it can lead Dante through Hell and into Pur-
gatory, for example, but it cannot cross the boundary of Purgatory, into Heaven itself.
Why? Because Heaven is the realm of God and the Church, and only faith — and faith-
thinking, or theology — can find its way in that world. Heaven is closed; and it “opens”
only to the eyes of faith, not to those of reason. Virgil, therefore, is literally incapable
of guiding Dante into Heaven, because he cannot “see” Heaven, a reality that afflicts
him and which characterizes his state in Limbo, as Dante describes in the Purgatorio of
the Divine Comedy:

I am Virgil; and for no other crime
Than not having faith, I lost heaven . . .
(Purgatorio vi1. 7-8)!

On this reading, Dante’s Divine Comedy is a work of medieval theology because
medieval theology is characterized by an emphasis upon a closed universe, ordered by
God and intelligible solely to God. Philosophy, it is true, pushes toward openness, so
that one might argue that certain forms of scholastic theology in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries find their center in the debate over the proper limits of reason, and
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the extent to which they can play any role in theological reflection. That tension —
between closure and openness, faith and reason — is central to Dante, as I have argued;
but it is also central to the greater world of medieval and scholastic theologies. And, for
Dante at least, it is a tension that can only be resolved in favor of closure, because God's
world is the locus of God’s being, and God’s being is not open to human thought.

There is at least one other way to read Dante, however, and it is what I have char-
acterized as the modern reading of the Divine Comedy. On this reading the tension
between philosophy and theology is not antagonistic, and cannot be characterized in
terms of a juxtaposition of openness and closure. Rather, the subject matter of both
philosophy and theology is the same, namely, human being. The sole difference, admit-
tedly a significant one, is that philosophy and theology approach this subject matter
from different perspectives, and with different presuppositions; or, stated more clearly,
they give different answers to the same questions.

One of the clearest examples of this process at work in twentieth-century thought
was in the relationship between the philosopher Martin Heidegger and the theologian
Rudolf Bultmann. For both Heidegger and Bultmann the proper subject matter of
reflection was human being, something which both men thought was best intelligible
in terms of existentialist analysis. As Bultmann readily acknowledged, Heidegger’s his-
torical phenomenological analysis of the conditions of possibility of authentic existence
is as useful for theology as it is for philosophy. Why? Because human being is evidently
human existence, and as such requires understanding prior to asking more funda-
mental — transcendental — questions of it. As Bultmann wrote in his 1925 essay “What
does it mean to speak about God?”: “Before one can speak of God, one must first be able
to speak of man.”

Once that analysis had been achieved, Heidegger and Bultmann undoubtedly
wanted to go in different directions, the former toward the non-religious category
Being, the latter towards God and an understanding of human existence before God:
coram deo, as Bultmann knew it from his Lutheran tradition. For the sake of our ques-
tion about modernity, however, this distinction is irrelevant. What matters is that both
Heidegger and Bultmann agree on the fundamental questions and some of their
answers. Or, to state it in terms of Dante’s Divine Comedy: Virgil and Dante are able to
travel the same road, because they both understand the same road map. And that road
map, though it ultimately comes from God — as Virgil well knows — is our road map, for
better or for worse, and as such we have to understand it by any moral and intellectual
means possible.

I think this model offers a very important way of thinking about modern theology.
The idea of terrain that can be mapped has been used to speak both of divine action —
in the form of God’s revelation in Christ — and of human responses to that divine action.
In both senses the key idea is that there is something that can be known, and some-
thing that can be said about what is known, that has distinct limits or boundaries. One
is mapping something with a clear “shape,” in other words, a clear shape that permits
an accurate rendition. Such an idea characterizes quite a lot of biblical or doctrinal
interpretation in Church history, actually, albeit in a fairly crude manner.

The model that informs this volume is somewhat different, however. Instead of a
single map for a single terrain, therefore, this volume allows that the terrain of God’s
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relationship with the world looks different when seen from different perspectives, and
that consequently different maps will be appropriate for different people in different sit-
uations. The old question about maps, therefore — are they accurate? — is replaced by a
new one: are they useful? Or better: Do they have value and meaning? Do they repre-
sent the world and God’s relationship with it as it is viewed by certain people in certain
places? Returning to Dante and Virgil, it becomes not so much a question of identify-
ing the route through Hell and Purgatory, as their route through Hell and Purgatory. It
is a huge difference, one that clearly indicates the shift toward a modern concern with
peoples’ contextualized perspectives and interpretations.

For what it is worth, I do not think Dante’s Divine Comedy really allows such a
thoroughgoing modern reading; it is a medieval text from the fourteenth century, and
it does present a closed world in which all questions are resolved by heavenly answers.
That does not mean, however, that the modern reading has no virtues, and that looking
at Christian history and its texts from the modern perspective is pointless. It is after
all the basic premise of hermeneutic theory that meaning can be translated from
context to context, generated by the interaction between text and interpreter. The
modern reading of Dante’s Divine Comedy, therefore, is just that: a reading. As such it
merits understanding not simply because it might be historically significant — and for
better or worse, modern theology is a massive dimension of the history of Christian
reflection — but also because it sheds light on the original, which is God’s relationship
with the world, and Christian witness to the many dimensions of God’s presence and
absence.

A “Companion to Modern Theology,” consequently, is not simply a companion to a
particular period of Christian history, or a particular set of figures, ideas, and chal-
lenges. It is also a companion to a way of thinking through the main principles and
values of Christianity, its relevance for the world as well as the Church, and the great
contributions all kinds of intellectual reflection make to the life of faith seeking under-
standing. As indicated, the point of such a volume is to provide a road map, with certain
important routes through the terrain of modern theology, the general shape of that
discipline and, perhaps most importantly, how it works as a line of inquiry. Or better:
how it works as lines of inquiry, for one of the most valuable insights students can have
is that there are many different ways of understanding modern theology, and a lot of
them are plausible accounts of the subjects under discussion. Good students will realize
this fact, and good textbooks will help them appreciate it.

The Structure of this Book

What the reader should expect to find in this book, therefore, is a series of essays that
build up a thorough, composite picture of modern theology in terms of its major themes
and issues, figures and movements. To use again the image of the road map, the book
should work as a series of indications by which one can navigate the subject matter.
And since there can be, by definition, no one road map that is absolutely perfect — no
one account of modern theology that is complete and unchallengeable — so the student
has to work with the material in these essays, using them to provoke thoughts and argu-
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ments and their own lines of inquiry that will take them more deeply into modern
theology’s pertinent questions.

As importantly, then, the student should also be clear about what she will not find
in this textbook. She will not find objective accounts of important names, events,
and ideas, as if these can be presented separately from their intellectual and socio-
historical contexts. She will not find texts that can be filleted, rather as one fillets a fish,
in order to arrive at the “basic facts” that can then be utilized in an essay or assign-
ment. There are textbooks like that, some of them very successful, but they tend to
deaden argument, rather than encourage it. If modern theology is something worth
studying, if it offers ideas and arguments that are worth studying, then it must be
because it stimulates people to have their own thoughts about the basic themes and
beliefs of Christianity, and the ways in which people talk about those themes and beliefs.
Modern theology must stimulate thought and argument: that is the basic premise that
has guided the creation of this book and its constituent chapters.

What Does the Book Look Like in Detail, Therefore?

After this Preface has set out some basic points about the scope of the volume in
general, Part I introduces readers to the essential perspectives and engagements that
have shaped the development of modern theology, and consequently the way in which
modern theological questions are still interpreted. Robin Gill's opening chapter, “The
Practice of Faith,” highlights the creative tensions between how one looks at the inter-
pretation of faith and the practical questions that lead on to questions of moral and
cultural relevance. Gill leads the reader through some of these tensions, using a close
reading of certain biblical passages to illustrate the points he wants to make to chal-
lenge the reader to think again about faith and practice, not as an end in itself, but as
a challenge to all responsible theological reflection. Part of this debate is inevitably
about the authority of the Bible, and in his chapter “Biblical Studies” John Barton offers
a lucid account of how the interpretation of the Bible has been shaped by modern
thought, and also how biblical interpretation has itself influenced the development of
modern theology.

Taken together, therefore, the essays by Gill and Barton address one of the most
natural of all starting points for modern theology, which should make readers think
about how they want to assess questions of origin and authority in modern theology
in general. The chapters by David B. Burrell and Charles Mathewes, on philosophy and
culture respectively, take up similar challenges, but consider quite different subjects. As
well as the important points Burrell and Mathewes make about philosophy and culture
in their essays, what is also significant is the way in which they demonstrate that
philosophical reflection is inherently cultural, and cultural reflection is inherently
philosophical. Philosophy and culture can be considered together, as faith and the Bible
can be considered together, each pair challenging the reader to reconsider some basic
assumptions about the character of modern theology.

The remaining essays in the first section also work in similar ways. Thus, the chap-
ters by Don Browning and Ray Anderson, on social theory and theological anthropol-
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ogy respectively, work together to build up a sense of the way in which modern theol-
ogy’s engagement with these disciplines has altered how we understand Christian
claims about the ways in which people live together. Again, the chapter on history by
William Dean offers sustained readings of the deep structures of abiding intellectual
questions for modern theology, bringing together many of the previous questions in
Part I, but centered now on specific hermeneutic problems.

Taken as a whole, therefore, Part I should stimulate the reader to look at modern
theology’s relations with these lines of inquiry with fresh eyes. The nine essays of Parts
II and III continue this approach, dividing into two main groups, one considering the
central doctrines of the Christian faith, the other the principal periods of Christian
history that modern theology is charged to interpret. The chapters by G. R. Evans and
Morwenna Ludlow on patristics, Stephen Brown on the medieval Church, Carl
Trueman on the Reformation, and Garrett Green on modernity, all look afresh at the
interpretive challenges students face when they consider the issues for modern theol-
ogy raised by these doctrines and historical periods. The chapters by Bruce Marshall on
the Trinity, John Webster on the incarnation, Esther Reed on redemption, Andrew
Chester on eschatology, and Gavin D’Costa on Church and sacraments, build up an
image of the major doctrinal “building blocks,” the taught ideas that modern theology
then interprets.

Student should not, I repeat, expect to find “complete” and “factual” accounts of
these doctrines and periods in these nine essays though. There are original and sophis-
ticated considerations with significant claims to authority and sound judgment. Their
real significance for this book as a whole, however, lies in their ability to continue the
process begun in Part I: i.e. drawing students into the ways in which modern theology
functions as a series of intellectual arguments and models. To use an oft-cited example
from the way in which language works, the first sixteen essays in this book offer a
provocative and original take on the grammar and syntax of modern theology, reveal-
ing the ways in which it communicates in order to help students themselves to under-
stand better the challenges they face when they want to think about this subject.

If Parts I-III offer the grammar and syntax of modern theology, then it is fair to say
that Part IV provides a series of chapters that consider the figures who create the sig-
nificant vocabulary of the discipline. Certain of these essays, for example my own on
Kant, Merold Westphal’s on Hegel, and Dawn DeVries’s on Schleiermacher, look at
figures who, though long dead, can fairly claim to be the progenitors of modern theol-
ogy in particular, and indeed modern thought in general. Similarly, the remaining
chapters in this part, Mark Lindsay on Barth, Karen Kilby on Rahner, John de Gruchy
on Bonhoeffer, James Byrne on Bultmann and Tillich, and Mark McIntosh on von
Balthasar, all consider some of the great figures of twentieth-century theology. Dis-
cerning readers will immediately recognize that this list is not exclusive! There is no
place, apparently, for Emil Brunner or Adolf von Harnack, nor for the liberation and
feminist theologians who are so important for very recent theology. Nor, indeed, are
there any figures other than dead white males in Part IV, which requires some
explanation, perhaps.

The answer to this query is two-fold. First, the eight chapters in Part IV address
highly significant figures: no one would wish to omit any of them. Again, each of these
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essays brings into its discussion some of the other figures that one might argue char-
acterize modern theology, so that, for example, Harnack and Brunner are present in
these treatments, even if they do not feature in chapter headings. The rationale for Part
IV apart, however, my second reason for structuring the book in this way and with these
chapters is pedagogic: it has to do with how I want people to read Part V as well as Part
IV. It has to do with understanding the great figures and ideas of more recent theology
as explicit challenges to the ways in which we interpret modern theology, rather than
offering further chapters about figures who might be viewed, however unfortunately,
“in isolation.” To some extent that is inevitable with individuals like Kant and Hegel. It
is not inevitable with feminism and race, however, and these enormous challenges and
indeed responsibilities should never be treated as simply “figures” or “ideas” alongside
other, perhaps far older and historic, figures and ideas.

The eight essays in Part V therefore take up this theme of challenge and responsi-
bility, so that the pieces by Ian Markham on Christianity and other religions, Martyn
Percy on economics and social justice, Patricia Daniel on feminism, Ralph Norman on
the rediscovery of mysticism, Laurel Kearns on ecology, Richard Arrandale on drama,
film and postmodernity, Shawn Copeland on race, and Robert John Russell and Kirk
Wegter-McNelly on science, all resonate with this approach to their subjects. This list
of eight challenges and responsibilities is not exhaustive, of course; no one would claim
that, least of all the contributors, who have achieved astonishingly focused and perti-
nent treatments of their subjects. They are indicative, however, of the range of chal-
lenges and responsibilities that modern theology has faced and continues to face.

By the end of these thirty-two chapters readers will have a thorough knowledge of
a very wide spectrum of material relevant to modern theology. They will also have a
considerable palette of different ways to approach modern theology, and they will even
have a sense of where modern theology has come from and, as importantly, where it is
going. They will then have a sense — or many senses! — of how a textbook like this one
relates to Graham Ward's admirable one on postmodern theologies, The Postmodern
God.? Remember the point about structure: modern theology is composite, and so is its
interpretation. For those with energy and interest, therefore, these essays have biblio-
graphical references and notes that continue these interpretations, leading the reader
further into the complexities and subtleties of modern theological reflection.

That, in the final analysis, is what this textbook has been designed to achieve.
Modern theology, unlike say postmodern theologies, permits an emphasis on method-
ology, on how to think through intellectual problems as critically as possible. That is not
an accident: modern theology has often been closely related to notions of critical edu-
cation, so that modern theology’s pedagogic influences can often be mirrored by an
emphasis upon how today’s students might yet engage with its ideas and figures in
order to learn how to think more clearly about the Christian faith.

Modern theology is also about collisions and tensions, however: collisions and ten-
sions between ideas and individuals, as well as between the challenges and responsi-
bilities that Christianity now faces and will continue to face in the foreseeable future. If
this textbook has been put together, and its chapters written, with this critical model
in mind, it is because one of the best ways to handle those challenges and responsibil-
ities, the business of thinking and thereby owning modern theology’s concerns, is still
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to reflect critically on modern theology’s subject matter. Critical reflection is about intel-
ligent engagement, and the student who remembers that point will not go far wrong in
navigating the complexities of modern theology with the help of these thirty-two
guides.

It remains to thank many people for their help and guidance in bringing this volume
to publication. Reading through these essays again and again, I have always been
impressed by their authors’ integrity and commitment, not to mention sheer knowl-
edge and understanding. I am similarly hugely grateful for the work of Valery Rose and
her team of copy-editors. Rebecca Harkin, senior commissioning editor in theology at
Blackwell Publishing, has marshalled everything beautifully. Last but not least, my wife,
Nicky, has been the epitome of love and support in this enerprise as in everything in
life and work.

Notes

1 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, trans. C. H. Sisson (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1993), p. 225.
2 Graham Ward, The Postmodern God (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997).
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CHAPTER 1
The Practice of Faith

Robin Gill

Within relatively homogeneous communities theology is typically understood as a
scholarly activity undertaken by people of faith for others who share the same faith
within a context of communal religious practice. Scholastic theology in medieval
Europe would have been understood in this way. Anselm'’s celebrated depiction of the-
ology as “faith seeking understanding” was written in the context of a society in which
“faith,” “religion,” and “Catholicism” were all one and the same thing for his readers.
In traditional Islamic societies today this is often still the dominant understanding
of theology, as it remains among many communities of orthodox Jews, traditionalist
Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox, and amongst fundamentalist Protestants.
However, since the introduction of modern forms of theological scholarship over the
last 150 years, especially within university-based theology in the West, the relationship
between faith, religious practice, and theology has become far more ambiguous. It can
no longer be assumed that all of those studying, or indeed all of those teaching, acad-
emic theology share either the same faith or a common pattern of religious practice. A
comparative rather than confessional approach to academic theology also ensures that
a variety of contrasting faith positions and religious practices are analyzed critically.
The theological pluralism of the academy now typically reflects the cultural pluralism
of Western society at large. Yet even within this pluralistic context the role of faith and
practice does not disappear.

In what follows I will look at the complex relationship between faith, practice, and
theology that is apparent in different areas within academic theology in the West. To
illustrate this relationship I will suggest how a single biblical story — Luke'’s story of the
healing of ten lepers — might be studied in each of these different areas. In the Revised
Standard Version (RSV) of Luke 17 this story reads as follows:

(11) On the way to Jerusalem [ Jesus] was passing along between Samaria and Galilee. (12)
And as he entered a village, he was met by ten lepers, who stood at a distance (13) and
lifted up their voices and said, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.” (14) When he saw them
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he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went they were
cleansed. (15) Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising
God with a loud voice; (16) and he fell on his face at Jesus’ feet, giving him thanks. Now
he was a Samaritan. (17) Then Jesus said, “Were not ten cleansed? Where are the nine?
(18) Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” (19) And
he said to him, “Rise and go your way; your faith has made you well.”

Faith and Biblical Studies

It might be supposed that nobody would spend her life studying Christian Scriptures
unless she was personally committed to those Scriptures and believed that they con-
tained the key to salvation. Yet, in practice, there is as much tension here as in any other
area of theology or religious studies in the Western academy. Many biblical scholars do
indeed approach their subject from a perspective of faith and religious practice, but
some do not. And even those who do, hold many different opinions on the authority of
Scripture for their faith and religious practice. Pluralism and tension abound in this
area of academic theology today.

At some levels this is hardly surprising. There are many technical aspects of biblical
studies, such as the linguistic, source and textual areas, which require considerable
skills but not faith as such. So, just as classical scholars can often derive pleasure and
satisfaction from studying texts that are at variance with their own beliefs and com-
mitments, it is not difficult to see how some secular scholars can approach biblical texts
in a similar way. In both contexts there are intellectual challenges and puzzles that
can fully engage the imaginations of those with the appropriate skills, but without
involving any existential commitment on their part. Establishing the chronological
order of the Synoptic Gospels say, arguing in detail for or against the existence of Q,
or recovering the most reliable Greek test of the New Testament, are not activities in
themselves that require Christian faith. It might even be argued that such study sharp-
ens skills that can then be applied to other more pragmatic areas of life. Ironically such
an argument was used at the beginning of the twentieth century for the training of
Anglican ordinands: typically they (and many other intellectuals) were required to
study classics rather than theology as their training for ministry. Perhaps there was
even a presumption that studying a work such as Plato’s Republic (a particular favorite
for that generation) improved the minds of ordinands rather more than studying the
Bible.

By the middle of the twentieth century Anglican ordination training had changed
very considerably. Now it was assumed, and not just by Anglican evangelicals, that a
rigorous study of biblical exegesis was an essential part of ordination training. Yet, after
a century of biblical criticism, the dominant assumption was that biblical exegesis must
be conducted in a critical context — especially that of historical criticism. Nonetheless,
biblical exegesis for Anglican ordinands of all descriptions was a confessional activity.
It was studied to inform the future teaching and preaching ministry of these ordinands,
who themselves constituted the majority of those studying theology at English univer-
sities (in Scotland there was a very similar pattern of male, Presbyterian ordinands
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forming the majority of those studying theology at Edinburgh, Glasgow, St. Andrews
or Aberdeen).

However, today the Western academy is radically transformed. In Britain (as else-
where in Europe and North America) a majority of those studying theology in univer-
sity are neither male nor ordinands and are not necessarily Anglicans (or, in Scotland,
Presbyterians) at all; and biblical interpretation has assumed at least as large a role
as biblical exegesis in the syllabus. As a result this syllabus can no longer presume
that the function of biblical studies is to inform the teaching and preaching of (male)
Anglican or Presbyterian ordinands. Such a confessional function has been replaced
with a more comparative function. The syllabus in Biblical Studies is now more likely
to require students to become familiar with different and contrasting patterns of
hermeneutics. Biblical interpretation requires an awareness that across time and across
different contemporary cultures (diachronically and synchronically) biblical texts are
understood, interpreted and appropriated very differently. Pluralism and comparative
critical study have once again entered the discipline. Biblical interpretation involves the
exploration of different and sometimes contradictory faith communities as they have
sought to use the Bible.

Hlustration

The story of ten lepers, in Luke’s Gospel, can be studied without reference to faith at
all. At the levels of textual scholarship and translation, the opening verse contains a
number of possibilities. The RSV opts for “between Samaria and Galilee,” but another
possibility is “through the midst of Samaria and Galilee.” Both the Greek text and the
English translations of it have a number of possibilities, all of which struggle to make
sense of the rather vague geography in the story. Some scholars have suggested that
the problem here may go back to Luke himself and that he probably had a rather con-
fused idea of inland boundaries. Other scholars have looked carefully at the language
of the story, detecting in, for example, the next verse, Greek words that are typical of
Luke’s style of writing. Again this story can be studied from a perspective of Synoptic
scholarship. It is found only in Luke, and uniquely it involves a simultaneous healing
of ten people from the same disease, yet the final phrase “your faith has made you well”
links it clearly to other Synoptic healing stories (Mark 5:24, Matthew 9:22, Luke 8:48,
and Mark 10:52, Luke 18:42).

Biblical interpretation would suggest another way of approaching this story. Rather
than being concerned to establish the original Greek text or to examine the story in
relation to other stories in the Synoptic Gospels, biblical interpretation would be
more concerned to understand the different ways it has been understood by various
faith communities across time and across different contemporary cultures. Some
might look at the various ways the story has been portrayed in art or in literature.
Others might look at the role it has played in sermons in different ages. Others again
might look at the different ways it has been received in modern Western countries with
no direct experience of leprosy, compared with, say, parts of Africa where it is still
endemic.
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Faith and Systematic Theology

Those who study academic theology in the West will encounter the work of historical
and present-day systematic theology from a variety of contrasting, and sometimes com-
peting, traditions. They will need, for example, to be as familiar with the writings of
Thomas Aquinas as with those of Martin Luther and John Calvin. They will need to
study, say, both Karl Barth and Karl Rahner. As with any other arts- or social science-
based subject, it is usually considered to be inadequate to study the ideas of any single
author without being able to relate those ideas critically to the competing ideas of
others. Comparative, critical study is as important to systematic theology within the
academy as it is to philosophy or to sociology. All three subjects can, of course, be taught
in a confessional manner. At times Marxist sociology and various brands of philosophy
have been taught in this way. However, the dominant approach within the Western
academy is, either to discourage such confessional teaching, or to counter it with teach-
ing using alternative confessional bases. Whether a critical and relatively detached
approach is adopted, or a multi-confessional approach, the student of academic theol-
ogy is inevitably confronted with a self-consciously pluralistic subject.

This has a number of implications for the relationship between faith and systematic
theology:

1 Systematic theology becomes a form of history of ideas or sociology of know-
ledge. By juxtaposing competing understandings of theology, systematic theology
becomes less the systematic exploration of the tenets of faith than a critical com-
parison of competing understandings of faith. Indeed, few of those who teach sys-
tematic theology within the modern academy have themselves written, or will ever
write, a systematic theology. Rather they are scholars who have specialized in study-
ing the written systematic theologies of past and present theologians. They may
seek to trace the provenance of these ideas, as a history-of-ideas approach does in
a variety of disciplines (and most notably within philosophy). Or they may seek
additional connections between these changing ideas and changes within society
at large, as the sociology of knowledge attempts to do. Yet both of these approaches
have a strong tendency to locate faith in a comparative and critical context . . . it is
the faith of others that is typically studied as much as one’s own faith.

2 Systematic theology thus becomes more a comparative than a confessional form of
study. Even if someone who teaches or studies theology has a strong commitment
to faith and religious practice (as of course many, but not all, do), the very disci-
pline in its modern form encourages critical comparison rather than confession. If
ideas from competing theological traditions are studied in a scholarly manner in
the modern academy, then they do need to be approached with a degree of sym-
pathy. If they are dismissed too early, on some confessional basis, then their sig-
nificance is likely to be overlooked. The careful comparison of divergent views sits
uncomfortably with a mono-confessional and apologetic approach to theology.

3 The very process of modern academic theology makes it difficult to sustain an
unquestioning faith. There is a clear difference between those people of faith who
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have never heard their faith seriously challenged and those who retain their faith
in the context of a pluralistic and critical academy. This remains the case even when
the content of the two faiths appears to be identical. For example, people from these
two contexts may have a similar belief in a personal God. Yet those in the pluralis-
tic context are aware that this belief is challenged by many other people on a variety
of grounds, whereas those in the first context do not. The faith of those in the
pluralistic context is no longer an unquestioning faith: it is a faith held in con-
trast to (and sometimes in defiance of) others in society.

It would, though, be a mistake to assume from this that faith has little to do with
systematic theology in the modern academy. Many, perhaps most, of those who actu-
ally write a systematic theology in the first place do have an explicit faith commitment
located within a specific community of religious practice. It is clearly incumbent, then,
on those studying a particular systematic theology to seek to understand that faith
commitment — whether they share that commitment themselves or not. Again, many
(but not all) students of systematic theology are drawn into the discipline precisely
because they have a sense of “faith seeking understanding.” Just as many students of
philosophy or the social sciences have a personal interest in their subject, so do many
students of systematic theology. More than that, some people come to systematic the-
ology because they are convinced that a mature faith needs a comparative and critical
assessment. Systematic theology thus allows them to compare and contrast their own
faith with that of others and, in the process, to refine and nuance their faith.

Hlustration

The story of ten lepers in Luke’s Gospel suggests a number of issues for a comparative
and critical approach to Systematic theology. To take just two, there is the issue of mir-
acles and their significance and there is the role of faith in the story. Both of these issues
tend to divide theologians in ways that are fascinating for students today.

There has been much discussion within theology about the meaning and coherence
of the concept of “miracle” (albeit the term itself is not used within this story), espe-
cially following David Hume's provocative definition of a miracle as “a violation of
the laws of nature.” In the fast developing literature on science and religion it is
often argued that such a definition now appears anachronistic in a context of post-
Newtonian physics. Physicists today are far less likely to talk about fixed “laws of
nature” than they might have been in the past. As a result some theologians argue that
those who dismiss the miraculous element in stories such as that of the ten lepers are
simply the products of outdated philosophy of the Enlightenment. Others remain skep-
tical but argue that the story still has theological significance even without primitive
notions of the miraculous. Much depends here upon the different understanding of
God’s “actions” in the world and upon how far Christians in the modern world can
sustain a world-view thoroughly at odds with prevailing culture.

Within the story the role of faith is clearly important. Yet there is an ambiguity here
that has puzzled and divided theologians. The normal expectation within healing stories
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in the Synoptic Gospels is that faith necessarily precedes healing. So, for example, in the
story of the woman with a hemorrhage (Mark 5:34, Matthew 9:22, Luke 8:48), she
too is told that “your faith has made you well.” But in the story of the ten lepers only
one of the lepers is told this, when all ten had been healed. Why is he alone told this?
One explanation is that all ten had faith and were therefore healed, but only one was
specifically commended because he gave thanks. A more conservative explanation is
that the tenth differed because he alone was “saved”: the others were healed of their
leprosy but not actually “saved.” Neither explanation is particularly satisfactory (the
second, for example, does not account for why this story uses the phrase “your faith
has made you well” in a different way from other stories). Yet the two explanations do
suggest very different traditions of theology behind them.

Faith and Religious Studies

A further process of refinement is possible for those who are prepared to compare and
contrast their own faith with that of non-Christian religious traditions. Sometimes
termed comparative theology (rather than what was once termed “comparative reli-
gion”), Christian theology is set within a broader context of, say, Jewish theology or
Islamic theology, in an attempt to identify and perhaps evaluate points of convergence
and divergence.

Such an approach is not without its critics. Some, following Karl Barth, would reject
it on the grounds that Christianity is not “a religion.” The uniqueness of Christian faith
means that it is always mistaken to compare it with any other so-called “faith,” whether
this faith is a secular form of “faith” or one drawn from one or other of the world reli-
gions. On this understanding Christian faith is wholly incomparable, so any attempt at
such comparison inevitably involves serious distortion. Christian faith is based solely
upon the Word of God made known uniquely in Jesus Christ, not upon some shared
religious experience common to humanity or upon some knowledge of God derived
independently of Jesus Christ.

In contrast, some within the academic discipline of religious studies argue that com-
parative theology is mistaken because it is too fideistic. They argue that Religious Studies
differs from comparative theology in that it is “value-free” and independent of any faith
commitment. So, whereas comparative theology, or traditional theology in any form, is
viewed primarily in confessional terms, “religious studies” is seen as a detached, scien-
tific discipline concerned with describing and analyzing religious phenomena without
any existential commitment to them. The very term “religious studies” rather than
“comparative religion” is often preferred for this reason: the latter is considered to be too
value-laden and judgmental. On this understanding, theology in any form is a discipline
suitable particularly for those training for ministry within churches, whereas religious
studies is a discipline more suitable for those training to be teachers in a non-
confessional setting. Or, to express this differently, theology aims to promote and refine
faith whereas religious studies seeks rather to promote greater knowledge and discern-
ment about religious issues. Theology is thus a fideistic discipline suitable for ministers,
whereas religious studies is a detached discipline suitable for diplomats or civil servants.



THE PRACTICE OF FAITH 9

It is not too difficult to show that both of these criticisms hardly match the disci-
plines of theology and religious studies as they are now typically taught and studied in
Western academies. In their different ways they present caricatures of both theology
and religious studies.

In the light of the understanding of systematic theology already outlined it is
difficult to maintain the sharp contrast between theology and religious studies in
the second criticism. It is simply not the case that in the West academic theology is
invariably a confessional discipline taught in faith to people who share that faith. Even
those training for ordained ministry in many mainline denominations will be
expected to study a wide variety of approaches to theology which they do not
personally share. It is also misleading to imagine that all of those studying religious
studies in the Western academy have no prior religious commitments and approach
their subject in a detached rather than fideistic manner. On the contrary, many are
likely to engage in religious studies precisely because of their existential interests
and concerns. It is quite possible for those, say, with defined Christian commitments
themselves to wish to relate these commitments to those within religious traditions
outside Christianity. Some distinguished Jewish and Islamic scholars have chosen
to study Christian theology for similar reasons. A desire to study differing religious
traditions does not in itself exclude a commitment to a particular tradition. Indeed,
on analogy with the study of art or music, those who study a particular subject might
typically be expected to have a strong attachment to at least some aspects of that
subject. Religious studies, in practice, often has a balance of faith and critical detach-
ment very similar to theology as it is typically taught and studied today in the Western
academy:.

The first criticism, based upon the dogmatic claim that Christian theology is wholly
incomparable, ignores the considerable body of scholarship that has been concerned
to analyze the Jewish, Roman and Greek roots of Christian theology. It also ignores the
family relationship of Christianity to Islam and the fact that the Koran itself contains
sacred traditions about Jesus Christ. The relationship between Judaism and Christian-
ity has received particular attention in the Western academy. In part this has been stim-
ulated by the growing awareness that some forms of Christianity have acted historically
as bearers of anti-Judaism and may even have contributed to the culture of European
anti-Semitism that made possible the horrors of the Jewish Holocaust. However, it has
also been stimulated by Jewish and Christian theologians reading each others’ works
and sometimes training and studying together. Such study reveals how much early
Christianity derived from Judaism and that they still share many theological precepts
today.

Some scholars have also studied the extent to which early Christianity borrowed con-
cepts more widely from the Mediterranean world. For example, the New Testament
scholar Wayne Meeks has argued at length that the Pauline virtues have much in
common with contemporary Graeco-Roman virtues. Or, to take a later example, Augus-
tine in the fourth century consciously borrowed from Cicero in his understanding of
both natural law and just war theory. In turn, Aquinas was later to borrow directly
from the newly rediscovered ideas of Aristotle (preserved, ironically, by Islamic schol-
ars) in writing his own systematic theology.
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None of this contradicts the distinctiveness or uniqueness of Christian theology,
or specifically its central focus upon Jesus Christ, yet it does question the claim that
Christian theology is wholly incomparable. On the basis of this considerable amount
of modern scholarship, there do seem to be solid grounds for the claim instead that
Christian faith does have a clear relationship with other forms of theistic faith outside
Christianity.

But what about those forms of faith that are not theistic? Theologians again soon
divide on this question. Some, like Hans Kiing, argue that on global issues such as inter-
national peace or the environment there are points of contact across many different
forms of religious faith — whether theistic or not — and that such issues require us
urgently to recognize these. However, others remain unconvinced, arguing that
attempts to supply a comprehensive definition of “religious faith” have been remark-
ably unsuccessful. Whatever the outcome of this debate, it is difficult to maintain con-
vincingly that Christian faith, let alone Christian practice, is wholly incomparable. Both
systematic theology and religious studies in the Western academy have a similar
tension or paradox. On the one hand, those who study and teach in these areas still
show considerable evidence of faith and religious practice. Yet, on the other, they also
seem to value critical detachment.

Hlustration

The story of the ten lepers in Luke’s Gospel explicitly involves the healing of a religious
“alien” (“Now he was a Samaritan”), who alone is praised by Jesus. There are interest-
ing points of contact here with the reports of the praise Jesus gives to two other “aliens,”
the Centurion (Luke 7:9, Matthew 8:10) and the Canaanite woman (Matthew 15:28).
Those who have argued against the Barthian position in religious studies have tended
to use this as evidence. They have also pointed to evidence gained from a comparative
study of healing/miracle stories in other religions, in both the ancient and modern
worlds.

This raises a very crucial issue within comparative theology, namely, what if any-
thing is distinctive about Jesus within the Synoptic Gospels. Specifically in relation to
healing stories, there are clearly many parallels with other “healers” past and present.
There is even evidence of this within Luke’s own story in the command “Go and show
yourselves to the priests.” It is a feature of a number of healing stories (e.g. Mark
1:40-5) that Jewish cultic ritual is part of healing.

So what is distinctively “Christian” about the healing stories in the Synoptic Gospels?
Some have argued that it is the specific link that Jesus makes between healing and the
apocalyptic Kingdom of God that is most distinctive. So the next two verses after this
story in Luke reinforce the point that “The Kingdom of God is in the midst of you” (Luke
17:20-1). More dramatically still is the earlier saying of Jesus in Luke’s Gospel that “if
it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the Kingdom of God has come
upon you” (Luke 11:20). A comparative study of such sayings in the context of healing
can help to see both continuities between early Christianity and other religious tradi-
tions and points of distinctiveness.
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Faith and Church History

The changed constituency of the Western academy has also had a radical effect upon
the teaching of Church history. In a mono-confessional context Church history is typ-
ically interpreted in the light of particular denominations. Anglicans pay particular
attention to Anglican divines such as Hooker, Presbyterians to Knox, Methodists to
Wesley, and so forth. Church history is thus focused upon those people or events con-
sidered most significant to that faith community. More polemically, this focus is some-
times portrayed as the path of “orthodoxy” to be contrasted with the errors propagated
by other Christians. As a result Church history in such mono-confessional contexts
constitutes an important feature of identity, reinforcing boundaries between faithful
Christians and others.

Yet in a pluralist environment Church history becomes more complicated. It is not,
of course, value free: particular people and events are still selected for discussion and
others are not; those selected are given different amounts of time and consideration;
and the perspectives of different historians inevitably shape their interpretations of the
significance of these people and events. Once it is conceded that selection and inter-
pretation are inextricably involved in any study of history, and especially in any study
of Church history, then absolute detachment is no more possible (or perhaps even desir-
able) here than it is in religious studies. Even within the pluralist context of the Western
academy today, faith, or rather a multiplicity of faiths, is still a part of Church history.

However, the multiplicity of faiths involved in Church history today does entail a
greater attention than in the past to divergent branches of Christianity set in a variety
of cultures. Any serious study of Church history within the modern academy pays
attention not simply to Western Christianity but also to Christianity in non-Western
countries. The history of Christian missions, for example, is not simply relegated to a
separate discipline of mission studies, but is part of a global account of Christian
history. In addition, sociological studies of new religious movements, cults and sects in
both Western and non-Western countries form a part of this global account. And,
within accounts of early Christianity, previously discredited movements such as that of
Gnosticism are treated with a new seriousness. Christian history is depicted less as the
history of the successful “orthodox” and more as a varied and pluriform family of inter-
related movements arising from the New Testament.

Hlustration

Attention to the history of attitudes toward leprosy in Christian history has been par-
ticularly helpful. There is now widespread agreement that the term “leprosy” was
applied in the ancient world to a variety of skin complaints and disfigurements, rather
than just to the disease of leprosy in the modern sense. Within Leviticus, for example,
the concern about leprosy is more to do with ritual pollution than with contagion (it
was “soiling” rather than “catchy”). As a result of this distinction, some translations of
the New Testament now prefer to substitute a reference to “skin complaints” for the
term “leprosy” in stories such as that of the ten “lepers” in Luke.
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Despite the Synoptic Gospel stories about Jesus healing and even touching “lepers”
(Mark 1:41), a fear of leprosy remained within the medieval Church. This fear even
helped to shape church buildings, with the aim of reducing contact between lepers and
non-lepers. Through narrow slanted windows lepers were allowed to view the central
actions of the Mass without polluting other members of the congregation.

Leprosy was also given particular attention within more recent Christian missions.
Before the invention of modern drugs, the isolation and sometimes courageous care of
lepers by medical missionaries was often cited by Victorians as evidence of deep Chris-
tian faith. In postcolonial studies such missionary work tends to be viewed more cir-
cumspectly. Motives other than pure Christian altruism are detected by some as
underlying many “heroic” missionary endeavors.

Faith and Moral Theology

Very similar changes can also be found in moral theology/Christian ethics (distinctions
between “morality” and “ethics” tend to be rather contrived: in origin the first derives
from Latin and the second from Greek). A changing constituency within the Western
academy, allied to a shift towards hermeneutics, has radically changed the discipline.
However, in this instance, the current dominance of virtue ethics presents a particu-
larly intricate intertwining of faith, practice, and theology — an intertwining which I
believe characterizes applied theology in general.

A generation ago, when university theological students were predominantly young,
male ordinands, Christian ethics (if it was taught at all in Britain) was distinctly
more confessional in character than it is today. Classic Anglican moral theologians
of the first half of the twentieth century, such as Kenneth Kirk and Robert Mortimer
(both later to become bishops), presented a mixture of ethical/theological analysis
and advice on pastoral practice in their books. They could assume that their audience
of ordinands shared the same faith and religious practices as themselves and were
looking to be guided about how they should respond to ethical issues once they were
themselves ordained. Similarly, Roman Catholic moral theologians of the time, or
Church of Scotland practical theologians north of the Border, also mixed analysis
and pastoral advice in their work, and simply assumed that they wrote from faith to
faith within their respective communities. As a result Roman Catholic moral theolo-
gians of this period largely ignored Luther and Calvin, just as Scottish practical
theologians paid little attention to Aquinas. Christian ethics at the time was predomi-
nantly confessional, both in its scope and in its approach. That is, it was written from
within particular denominations, by people of particular faith traditions, to fellow
believers.

Within the Western academy such an approach would be less likely to commend
itself today. An approach to Christian ethics that simply bypassed one of the major tra-
ditions would usually be judged to be inadequate. Roman Catholic theologians have
now entered the mainstream of the Western academy and, in the process, have ensured
that the natural law tradition is taken seriously even within formerly Presbyterian or
Anglican faculties. In turn, these Roman Catholic theologians have taken seriously the
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biblical scholarship generated by generations of Reformed and Anglican theologians.
This two-way process has ensured that Christian ethics is now more genuinely ecu-
menical than it typically was a generation ago. Scholars across denominations and
across different faith traditions mutually read each other’s works. They may still dis-
agree with each other — ecumenical dialog does not guarantee consensus — but they
are less likely than hitherto simply to ignore each other.

This shift within the academic study of Christian ethics entails changes similar to
those already noted in other areas of theology: critical comparison tends to replace a
mono-confessional approach; pluralism rather than consensus predominates; and a
degree of academic detachment becomes evident. There is no need to rehearse these
points again within this new context.

However, there is one point that is new here. A multi-confessional approach to Chris-
tian ethics soon reveals that there are incommensurable moral differences between
Christians. Of course, there always were real moral differences between Christians
within particular denominations. Nevertheless, as long as Christian ethics was con-
ducted separately by denominations, each might maintain the hope that their internal
moral differences could in time be resolved. The doctrine of the “consensus of the faith-
ful” reinforced this hope. But once Christian ethics is studied in a multi-confessional
and ecumenical context, then it soon becomes apparent that such differences are in
reality incommensurable. For example, there is no way finally to resolve crucial differ-
ences between denominations about when full human life begins or when, if ever, it is
legitimate to end human life. As a result, bioethics and just-war ethics have both faced
differences between Christians, which a comparative, critical approach to Christian
ethics can help us better to understand but not to resolve. More than that, such an
approach has revealed that there are sometimes stronger connections on particular
moral issues between Christians and their secular counterparts than there are between
opposing Christians.

The current debates about stem cell research or physician-assisted suicide demon-
strate this clearly. Supporters and opponents of stem cell research using embryos
created by cell nuclear replacement can be found amongst both Christians and secu-
larists. Within particular denominations it can, of course, be maintained that only
one side represents “orthodoxy” from a Christian perspective. Traditionalist Roman
Catholics have indeed held this view, condemning such stem cell research as contrary
to natural law and to the gospel. Yet across denominations such claims to “orthodoxy”
soon appear tendentious where there is no agreement about when full human life
begins, or indeed whether an embryo created by cell nuclear replacement constitutes a
potential human being at all.

Even physician-assisted suicide, which is rejected by most denominations, is not con-
demned by all theologians. The latter tend to argue that it is too readily concluded from
the doctrines of creation and resurrection that physician-assisted suicide is wrong. In
contrast, they maintain that a belief that there is a life beyond this life might actually
encourage Christians to believe that there is no need to cling to this life. My point is not
to side here with either position but merely to suggest that a critical comparative
approach to Christian ethics soon reveals incommensurable differences of faith and
practice between Christians on moral issues.
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Given this, a shift away from ethical decision-making within academic Christian
ethics and toward virtue ethics is hardly surprising. As a result of this shift, recent
Christian ethics has rediscovered new links with systematic theology and, ironically,
with sociology. Within virtue ethics the focus is upon virtuous character and upon
those communities that nurture and shape character. We are the products less of ratio-
nal, individualistic moral decisions made from one situation to another than of ways
of living shaped by tradition and community. As Christians our moral lives and char-
acters are shaped by the faith and practice of worshipping communities and the tradi-
tions that they carry over the centuries. Such an understanding of Christian ethics
places it firmly within the broader context of applied or practical theology.

Hlustration

The story of the ten lepers in Luke’'s Gospel contains a number of explicit virtues. At
the outset there is the plea to Jesus by the lepers themselves: “Jesus, Master, have mercy
on us.” A regular feature of healing stories in the Synoptic Gospels is either a plea for
mercy, to which Jesus responds (e.g. by blind Bartimaeus in Mark 10:47, Luke 18:37),
or Jesus showing compassion to someone who is vulnerable (e.g. to the widow of Nairn
in Luke 7:13). A number of Christian ethicists have followed Augustine in arguing that
“love,” or perhaps better “compassion,” is at the heart of Christian ethics. There are,
however, distinct differences between those ethicists who argue that love/compassion
is always personalist or individualistic and those who believe that it can be communi-
tarian and be translated into norms.

At the end of the story of the ten lepers is thanksgiving. For most commentators this
is a straightforward expression of gratitude, which they see as instructive for Christian
moral behavior. A belief in divine grace should encourage people to be grateful. Yet
some have argued that understood within the social context of the Middle East, grati-
tude in the story is a form of submission and closure: the one who has been healed
acknowledges Jesus as the source of the healing and concludes their relationship.
Expressing gratitude is, then, the end of a relationship not the beginning of one.

Faith and Applied Theology

Applied or practical theology within the Western academy is the discipline especially
concerned with this interaction between faith and practice. Sometimes this relationship
is envisaged as faith shaping practice, sometimes as practice shaping faith, and some-
times as an interaction of the two. Applied theology within the modern academy has a
similar comparative, critical role to that of systematic theology as well as having clear
links to secular disciplines such as sociology. A discipline that was once considered to be
an appendix to systematic and biblical theology within the academy has now become a
central player in understanding the tension or, perhaps better, interaction between faith
and practice evident in all of the other areas of theology. It is also a discipline that has
made considerable use of the social sciences to understand this interaction more fully.
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Applied theology a generation ago often consisted of little more than practical advice
to ordinands. A teacher with considerable experience of ordained ministry would teach
young ordinands how they should conduct funeral services, how they should preach,
how they should conduct pastoral visiting, or similar related tasks. Having studied bib-
lical and systematic theology in the academy, the applied or practical theologian was
the person responsible for teaching ordinands the practicalities of ordained ministry. In
the Church of Scotland applied theologians typically taught within a university, but
often had been university chaplains or highly regarded parish ministers first. In the
Church of England “pastoral theology” (as it was usually termed) was more typically
taught within a seminary, albeit by priests with pastoral experience similar to that of
their counterparts in Scotland.

However well intended this model of applied theology, it faced serious difficulties. The
parish experience of those teaching applied theology for any length of time, whether
in the university or in a seminary, inevitably became more distant. So, just as trainee
teachers frequently resent being told how to teach children by those who no longer
teach them themselves, ordinands were often suspicious of the advice they were being
given by former parish ministers, however experienced they had once been. Again,
models of professional formation from disciplines such as medicine, suggested that the
proper place for practical training was not in an academy but in the context of the job
itself. Critical placements alongside reflexive practitioners were more likely to generate
good professional formation.

Once the profile of those studying theology within the academy also changed it was
soon clear that this “hints and tips for ordinands” approach to applied theology was no
longer appropriate. The pluralism of present-day students within the Western academy,
noted already in all other areas of theology, has also had a radical impact upon acad-
emic applied theology. The discipline still maintained a central focus upon faith and
practice, but it could no longer assume any shared faith or practice among theological
students. The relationship between divergent, and sometimes conflicting, patterns of
Christian faith and practice now became the primary subject matter of applied theol-
ogy within the academy.

The concept of “praxis” is sometimes used within applied theology to denote this
new understanding. Initially taken from Marxist studies, it suggests that behavior is
given priority over theory, but that there remains a two-way process between the two.
In a more traditional understanding of religious practice it was often assumed that faith
takes priority over practice. Christian faith thus sets the template for Christian practice.
Within theological studies it was frequently assumed that the primary task of theology
was to establish an adequate faith based upon a careful study of the Bible and Christ-
ian tradition. Once that had been achieved then issues of practice could be addressed.
In a similar way it was often assumed in philosophy that the primary task was to
produce clarity of thought and theory before any practical problems could be ade-
quately addressed. Marxist studies reversed this understanding, arguing that what
people actually do and how they behave should be the starting point of analysis. On
this approach, practice is given priority and theory is, in the first place, the attempt to
understand practice. Once theory is adequately grounded in an analysis of present-day
practice then it too can shape future practice.
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By no means all applied theologians give explicit credence to Marxism (although
some liberation theologians certainly do), but they do typically work from this approach
based upon praxis. In the relationship between faith and practice they give far more
attention to practice than most other theologians do. Those working within applied
liturgical studies often argue that it is worship that shapes doctrine and in turn is
shaped by doctrine. Those working within Christian ethics argue that it is Christian
communities that mold Christian character, which, in turn, shapes the ethical decision-
making of individuals. Those working within Christian education argue that Christian
formation within families, churches and, perhaps, within schools, is crucial for nur-
turing faith, and that this faith, once nurtured, should then inform Christian forma-
tion. In each of these areas within applied theology there is a priority given to practice,
as well as an awareness of a continuing interaction between practice and faith. And in
each of these areas the social sciences assume an important role.

Naturally an extensive use of social sciences within any area of theology is likely to
generate suspicions of relativism and reductionism. A suspicion of relativism is raised
here, as it is in other areas of theology, by the increasing pluralism of those teaching and
studying applied theology. And a suspicion of reductionism is generated by the fear that
extensive use of social sciences will soon eliminate transcendence altogether. Churches
and church practices will soon, so it is feared, be reduced to the purely secular. For
example, a use of organizational or business theory to understand churches will simply
reduce them to nothing more than secular organizations or (worse still) businesses.

This is surely a profound misunderstanding of both applied theology and the social
sciences. To explain or understand churches or religious practice in social-scientific
terms is not in itself to explain them away. There manifestly are, for example, financial
and economic features of institutional churches: they have budgets, they raise income
and they spend money. All of these features can be compared with the similar activi-
ties of secular organizations and, if they are to be achieved effectively and efficiently,
might benefit from such comparison. But to assume from this that institutional
churches are “nothing but” financial/economic institutions would be an obvious exag-
geration. Similarly, church leadership does have points in common with other forms of
secular leadership. Yet studying it in this way does not of itself imply that it is only to
be understood in this way. A judicious use of social science within applied theology is
perfectly compatible with a commitment to transcendence.

At the heart of applied theology, then, is a concern for faith, practice, and theology.
Even if the relationship between these three has become more complex and varied
within the Western academy today, a concern to study and better to understand their
relationship remains.

Hlustration

The story of the ten lepers in Luke’s Gospel makes important links between faith and
practice that have wider implications for society at large. The explicit connection
between the final “your faith has made you well” and the healing has already been
noted (albeit with some ambiguity). However, there is also an implicit connection with
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anotion of “care” that has been highly influential within the caring professions. Within
this healing story, as in many other, an initial plea for “mercy” is met with an immedi-
ate response from Jesus. Compassion or love is typically accompanied by action and
even by a call to “show yourselves to the priest.” This closely fits the claim of liberation
theology that praxis is crucial.

Again, applied theologians are likely to see an implicit concern for the vulnerable
and oppressed within this story. A strong feature of the early healing stories in Mark’s
Gospel is that they involve Jesus deliberately flouting traditional Jewish attitudes toward
impurity and Sabbath-keeping in order to heal those who are sick. Applied theologians
themselves soon divide, though, on whether they see such healing in terms primarily
of challenging and changing social conventions or whether they see it rather in terms
of personal and individual acts.

Finally there is a deep and ongoing division among different Christian communities
about the implications of the Synoptic healing stories for health care today. The most
radical position is taken by groups such as Christian Scientists and some conservative
evangelical groups who argue for “covenanted healing” — according to which God has
covenanted to heal all those who are prayed for in faith. Taken literally such theologi-
cal positions make conventional modern medicine (even for diseases such as leprosy in
its modern sense) irrelevant or even sinful. In contrast, other Christians effectively
believe with Luther that “the day of miracles is past” and that all disease should be
treated by modern medicine alone. Between these two positions are some who argue
that religious faith can still be relevant (even complementary) to modern medicine.
They might even cite leprosy in the ancient sense — often involving psychosomatic skin
complaints and a strong sense of pollution — as an obvious example.
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CHAPTER 2

Biblical Studies

John Barton

The Bible and the Critics

In the years after World War II there was a widespread consensus about the Bible.
Methods of scholarly study were generally agreed, and for both Old and New
Testaments there were models of the text's historical development and religious
importance that provided a groundplan all students needed to learn and appropriate.
Biblical studies had been an ecumenical success story, too, giving the Protestant
churches many insights on which all could agree. They also facilitated dialogue with
the Catholic Church, whose scholars had been allowed by Pope Pius XII's encyclical
Divino Afflante Spiritu of 1943 to engage in critical biblical study alongside their Protes-
tant colleagues. The Second Vatican Council also gave a massive impetus to critical
study of the Bible.

In the last twenty years or so there has been a major shift in biblical studies. Con-
sensus even about method has broken down, and the field is now a battleground of con-
flicting approaches, with no agreed conclusions any longer. This can be exhilarating,
but it can give the observer a sense of disorientation. Against the background of “post-
modernism” there is now a feeling that anything goes in the study of the Bible.

This can intensify a popular feeling among believing Christians and Jews that bibli-
cal scholars are the enemies of faith. In fact, most biblical scholars the world over are
religious believers themselves, though not always of a very orthodox kind. Nearly all
are Christians, but in recent years biblical study has also been practiced more among
Jewish scholars. Traditionally, study of Scripture in Judaism followed well-worn paths
of rabbinic exegesis, and did not engage with “critical” issues, but this is changing
today. Only in very recent years have agnostics and even atheists come to take an inter-
est in the Bible, partly because of the turn to “literary” and sociological interpretations
which will be discussed below. But a religious motivation for biblical study is still the
predominant one. This does not mean, however, that the conclusions to which biblical
scholars come are always religiously very palatable.
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For most people who study the Bible the concern remains, as it has always been, to
yield results that are helpful and informative for religious believers. Until the last couple
of decades this was achieved through what is usually called “the historical-critical
method” — not really a method, more a series of questions that one can put to the text,
a particular style of interrogating it. In itself this is not a theological approach, and it
can be and is applied to many types of literature besides the Bible; but most scholars
used to be convinced that no theological assessment of Scripture could afford to
bypass it.

“Introduction”

The most basic operation of biblical criticism as traditionally practiced by professional
scholars is known, technically, as “Introduction” (Einleitung in German). This amounts
to asking about the origins of the text one is studying: When was Genesis written? Who
wrote the Gospels? Where did the book of Job originate? Even in dealing with works
recent by comparison with the biblical books (such as the plays of Shakespeare) such
questions can be very difficult to answer. When the material is as old as some of the
Bible, it is not surprising that there is enough uncertainty to make “Introduction” a
full-time occupation for some scholars. It is important to notice that books called
Introduction to the Old/New Testament tend to be about these issues, rather than being
“introductions” in the everyday sense of the word — though in the English-speaking
world there is some confusion over this, and both types of book will be found with such
titles.

Questions of “introduction” are one area where extra-biblical sources are particu-
larly useful. In the course of the twentieth century huge numbers of texts from Egypt,
Mesopotamia, and Syria—Palestine were found by archeologists, and these have con-
tributed materially to filling in the background to the production of the texts that make
up the Bible. Over the last fifty years the Dead Sea Scrolls have been a special focus of
interest, throwing considerable light on Judaism at the time of Jesus, and so making
the context of the New Testament far clearer than it has ever been before. The study of
patristic and rabbinic texts has also been an important source of information about the
making of the Bible; for although their authors often did not know any more than we
do about how the biblical books were composed, they provide invaluable information
about the early reception of these books, from which it is sometimes possible to recon-
struct how they came into being in the first place.

Source criticism

The attempt to ask questions of “introduction” about many biblical books, however,
uncovers confusing data. Many books of the Old Testament, in particular, contain
passages that seem to be older than others in the same book, or that are duplicates of
narratives found elsewhere. A notorious example is the “wife—sister” stories found in
similar forms in Genesis 12, 20, and 26, where one of the patriarchs passes off his wife



20  JOHN BARTON

as his sister to avoid being killed by a foreign ruler who wants her for his harem. Else-
where, different versions of a story seem to be interwoven — see, for example, the Flood
story in Genesis 6—9, where in its finished form the account is highly confusing. (How
many animals entered the ark? How long did the Flood last?) This led eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century scholars to postulate underlying documents or “sources” from
which many books of the Bible, but especially the Pentateuch, were composed.

Source criticism of the Pentateuch reached its classic formulation at the end of the
nineteenth century in the work of Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918). According to his
analysis, there were originally four sources from which the Pentateuch was composed.
These are conventionally know as ], E, D, and P, coming respectively from the ninth,
eighth, seventh, and sixth (or fifth) centuries BCE (see G. Davies 2001). Important
theological consequences follow from this: one is that Israelite monotheism, which is
far more evident in the later than in the earlier of the sources, developed gradually over
time, rather than having been part of an early “deposit” of faith given to Moses.
Another is that the complex sacrificial and purity system that had come to character-
ize Judaism by New Testament times did not appear until after the Babylonian exile of
the sixth century: it, too, had no early roots. These conclusions scandalized (and con-
tinue to scandalize) some orthodox Jews and conservative Christians, but they have
been widely accepted in the scholarly community for over a century.

In the English-speaking world, acceptance of the Wellhausen hypothesis came about
through the work of the Scottish scholar William Robertson Smith (1846—94) and an
Oxford Professor of Hebrew, Samuel Rolles Driver (1846—1914). Subsequent scholars
refined and revised Wellhausen's analysis. Especially in the German-speaking world
work on this continues, with highly sophisticated theories about the composition of the
Old Testament books. In the “historical” books, for example — those running from
Joshua to Kings — a widely accepted theory postulates many sources and several layers
of editorial work, with sigla such as DtrG, DtrP, and DtrN used freely in the scholarly
literature. To the non-specialist reader, they impart an air of mystery, but are a short-
hand way of signaling the composite character of these books, which tell a continuous
story but one that is far from straightforward in its literary origins.

The Gospels are also a case where source criticism continues to be a lively scene.
Most scholars think that the authors of Matthew and Luke (whoever they were) used
Mark’s Gospel, long recognized by most as the earliest. Many believe that the other
material which Matthew and Luke share comes from a now lost document consisting
mainly of sayings of Jesus, conventionally termed Q (from German Quelle, “source”).
Literature on this hypothetical entity runs into many thousands of books and articles,
and it remains debated whether it really ever existed at all (see Tuckett 1996). If it did
not, then Matthew must have had access to Luke, or vice versa — simpler hypotheses
but with their own problems because of the different ways in which the same material
is used in the two Gospels. John's Gospel is seen by some as based on the other three, to
form what Clement of Alexandria in ancient times called a “spiritual” Gospel, but by
others as quite independent of them and resting on its own complicated prehistory of
many sources. Just as Old Testament source criticism is important because it helps us
to reconstruct how religious thought and practice developed in ancient Israel, so source
analysis of the Gospels has always had at its heart the hope of getting access to the
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authentic sayings of Jesus and the truth about his life and deeds. It belongs to the “quest
of the historical Jesus,” which has passed through several phases since the eighteenth
century.

One of the heirs of this quest is the American “Jesus Seminar,” in which scholars
meet to discuss the authenticity of sayings of Jesus recorded in the Gospels, and actu-
ally express their conclusions through a vote. This strikes many as somewhat “reduc-
tionist” — as though such questions could be decided democratically — but its findings
are influential for many scholars. The search for what can be known with reasonable
certainty about Jesus and his first followers remains of intense interest to many both
inside and outside the churches (cf. Crossan 1991, Sanders 1987), and in recent years
has become important also to a Jewish constituency, which often claims that the real
Jesus was a much more centrally Jewish figure that Christian apologetic has made him.
The work of Geza Vermes, a pioneer in Scrolls research, has been central here (see
Vermes 2000). Such claims can only be substantiated or confuted through serious
source-critical work on the Gospels.

Form criticism

The Bible is a written document, but much of it must rest on oral tradition. Jesus, like
Socrates or the prophets of the Old Testament, probably did not write down any of his
own teaching. We possess it only in Greek translation from the hands of later writers,
who must ultimately have relied on traditions passed down by his disciples. Even the
stories about him probably depend on originally oral transmission within the early
churches, and were not written down till some time later than their occurrence. We
could say the same about many Old Testament texts. The books of the prophets pre-
sumably rest on the work of the prophets’ disciples, who collected oral material and
ordered it (in ways that still baffle its readers); and the Psalms were probably meant for
recitation or singing, and may well have existed for many years before anyone wrote
them down.

In the mid-twentieth century, influential biblical scholars thought a lot could be
known about the original contexts in which such material was used orally, and the dis-
cipline of form criticism developed in an attempt to systematize approaches to origi-
nally oral material — partly under the influence of similar studies in the field of Norse
and Middle Eastern studies. In the case of the Gospels, the leading form critic was Rudolf
Bultmann (1884-1976), who tried to establish the various types into which the Gospel
stories fell: pronouncement stories designed to end in an aphorism, miracle stories
whose climax was the crowd’s acclamation of Jesus, and so on (see Bultmann 1963).
In Old Testament studies, Sigmund Mowinckel (1884—-1996) paid particular attention
to the Psalms, arguing in a series of studies that they could best be understood as texts
intended for recitation at various Israelite festivals. He reconstructed these on the basis
of his classification of psalm-types, and with the help of comparative material from
other ancient Near Eastern cultures (see Mowinckel 1962).

Form criticism has fallen on rather hard times in recent biblical scholarship. There
is a widespread feeling that earlier form critics were over-confident in their ability to
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reconstruct the occasions on which particular types of saying or narrative were used
in the early church, or the religious contexts in which texts such as the Psalms were
recited. Ordinary believers always thought form-critical work on the Gospels excessively
skeptical in its effects, attributing too much importance to the early church context in
which stories were allegedly shaped, and too little to the likelihood of their really going
back to Jesus himself. Furthermore, recent interest in narrative material in both Testa-
ments has tended to concentrate on its written form, and has returned to an older skep-
ticism about the possibility of getting back behind the present form of the text (thus
Wellhausen believed the sources in the Pentateuch rested on folk memory, but thought
the task of rediscovering this tradition completely impossible). Narrative material tends
now to be studied for its literary skill, not for its underlying oral roots. And in the case
of the Psalms, Mowinckel’s work is widely recognized as plausible but, in the end,
entirely hypothetical. New interests in the Psalter have emerged, chiefly that of its final
composition or redaction. This brings us to the next topic.

Redaction criticism

“Redaction” is a technical term much used in biblical studies to refer to the process of
editing which gave us the finished form of most of our biblical books — assuming that
they are made up of pre-existing sources, as implied by source criticism. The redactor,
like the authors of the original sources, is normally anonymous, but it may be possible
to discover quite a lot about this person by studying how the underlying material has
been reshaped in turning it into a finished book. In the 1970s and 1980s it was redac-
tion criticism, the study of the biblical redactors, that many thought promised most in
biblical studies. It is probably the predominant approach in many German theology fac-
ulties. If source critics study the underlying materials in the biblical books, and form
critics explain how they developed over the years in preaching, teaching, and worship,
redaction critics have the task of explaining the intentions of those who assembled the
material to make our existing books. These people, after all, are the nearest thing most
biblical books have to an “author.” Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, whether or not they
were really called by those names, are the people from whose hands we now receive the
Bible, and their work consisted very largely of putting together material that already
existed in written or oral form (cf. Bornkamm, Barth, and Held 1982).

In Old Testament studies it was widely felt that redaction criticism was more “con-
structive” than the other methods we have examined so far, because it put back together
what the other “criticisms” had taken apart. Source critics had discovered, for example,
that the book of Isaiah consisted of three originally discrete sections (1-39, 40-55,
56—66) coming from three different periods (and each in itself already composite). But
redaction critics began to be interested in how the book finally came together to make
the finished whole we now encounter when we open a Bible (cf. Conrad 1991). This
was widely felt to be a worthy aim, which overcame the rather “negative” effect of
earlier types of criticism. In the case of the Gospels, a redaction-critical approach was
interested in the distinctive theology of each Gospel as a work in its own right, not
simply as the repository of older tradition. It noticed, for example, that it is Luke that
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contains much of the teaching of Jesus on God’s mercy toward humankind — the para-
bles of the Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan — and Matthew who talks most of the
Last Judgment, including most of the references to “wailing and gnashing of teeth.”
Instead of treating the Gospels as a uniform quarry for stories and sayings of Jesus,
redaction critics saw each Gospel as having its own distinctive profile.

Redaction criticism had an important influence on all the churches through a new
Sunday lectionary compiled in the aftermath of the Second Vatican Council, in the
Catholic Church, but in due course adopted, with a few modifications, by many
churches world-wide as the Revised Common Lectionary (RCL). Here each Gospel is read
through in order week by week and so heard as a whole in its own right, rather than
as in the old system where passages were selected from different Gospels: thus there is
a year of Matthew, a year of Mark, a year of Luke (John is mostly read in Lent and
Eastertide each year). In the original Catholic version, Old Testament passages were
chosen to match the Gospel reading for the day, but even that is modified in the RCL so
that for much of the year Old Testament passages also are read in order. This is done to
respect the books from which they are taken as texts in their own right, rather than
treating them as collections of useful extracts.

Thus redaction criticism has been widely seen as a return to the kind of respect for
the Bible that the more “destructive” work of source and form critics had called in ques-
tion. As we shall see in surveying more recent trends, there has been a widespread
feeling that biblical criticism had become over-critical and unhelpful to most Bible
readers, who are, after all, interested in the Bible as a book of faith rather than out of
antiquarian concerns. The high value placed by many on redaction criticism is perhaps
symptomatic of that feeling.

A turn to theology

The feeling that biblical criticism was somehow insufficiently reverent toward what is,
for Jews and Christians, a sacred text has not been felt only by people outside the aca-
demic world of biblical studies: it is felt also by some biblical scholars themselves, and
always has been. Wellhausen gave up his chair in Theology because he felt that he was
making his students less fit for service as Lutheran pastors. Consequently there have
been periodic attempts to “reintegrate” biblical studies into theology, or to “give the
Bible back to the Church.”

In the 1940s and 1950s this happened throughout the world of biblical studies in
what is commonly known as the “Biblical Theology Movement.” This was a primarily
North American phenomenon, but one which had ripples in British and even in
German scholarship. Biblical Theologians (in this technical sense) were not only inter-
ested in the theological ideas in the text (as the discipline of biblical theology has always
been) but were concerned for the text's normativity for the Church. They tended to argue
that in the Bible there were particular ways of seeing the world — often, they suggested,
enshrined in the peculiarities of biblical Hebrew and Greek — which we needed to recap-
ture. “Fragmenting” the text by practicing source or form criticism was beside the point.
What was needed was to hear its whole witness to God. In the 1970s and 1980s
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redaction criticism, as just outlined, was felt by some to have the same reintegrative
potential. But it was in the late 1970s that a movement began which has been par-
ticularly important in raising the theological profile of the biblical text, under the slogan
“The Canonical Approach.”

This movement owes its origins to the Yale Old Testament scholar Brevard S. Childs.
Childs has argued in many publications for what he calls a canonical approach to bib-
lical study (see especially Childs 1970 and 1979). This means taking seriously the fact
that the Bible is not simply a random collection of ancient texts — a kind of anthology
of Jewish and Christian writings — but functions as the Scriptures of the Christian
Church (and, in the case of the Old Testament, of Judaism). He believes accordingly that
far more attention ought to be paid to making scriptural interpretation “confessional,”
that is, religiously committed. Historical biblical criticism has been, according to him,
studiedly neutral. It has appealed to criteria meant to be acceptable whether or not one
has faith. This means that it has deliberately ignored the fact that these texts function
as the “canon” for faith communities. Some way needs to be found of expounding them
“as Scripture” rather than in this determinedly “secular” way, and so of helping the
Church to appropriate them as a divine word. This necessitates looking first at the “final
form” of the text, rather than rooting around in its origins and sources.

By no means everyone in the world of biblical studies is convinced by this, but it has
brought about a major shift in the kinds of questions that many scholars ask of the bib-
lical text. Redaction criticism, which seemed originally quite radical, and constructive
in refocusing people’s minds on the finished form of biblical texts, now looks rather
tame and timid. “Canonical” critics insist on seeing not just (say) Isaiah as one book
again, but the whole Bible as a single work. They expound it not from a standpoint of
supposed scholarly “objectivity,” but with a deliberate commitment to its religious
authority.

The sea-change this implies may be put as follows. Older biblical criticism was often
(indeed, usually) practiced by scholars who did have a high commitment to the inspi-
ration and authority of the Bible. But they thought the proper way to study it was first
to analyze it critically in the ways described above, and only then to move on to ques-
tions of its religious significance. This was true of Protestant and Catholic scholars
alike. The newer movement denies that this is desirable; indeed, it tends to argue that
it is actually impossible. Once you begin by studying the text “neutrally,” you have sold
the pass; and you are then faced with the problem of how to reunite the “neutral” text
with a religiously committed application of it. But the problem is of your own making!
You should never have divorced the text from questions of faith in the first place. The
religious claims of the text ought never to be bracketed out, not even procedurally,
for that concedes the case of skeptics who do not think these texts are special. For a
Christian they are special, and they need special types of interpretation, a “special
hermeneutic” as it would traditionally have been called. “General hermeneutics” —
interpretative principles applicable to any text whatever — are simply inadequate when
it comes to the Bible.

Brevard Childs has followers in Britain, especially Walter Moberly in Durham (see
Moberly 2000), Francis Watson in Aberdeen (Watson 1994), and Christopher Seitz in
St. Andrews (Seitz 1998), all of whom in different ways have tried to apply his ideas to



BIBLICAL STUDIES 25

the interpretation of both Old and New Testaments. They would all argue that it is
imperative for scholars to read the biblical text from a committed position. But they
would go further than this, and say that the supposed neutrality of biblical criticism
was always an illusion anyway. For biblical criticism derives from the Enlightenment,
and the Enlightenment had a built-in bias against the religious claims of the Bible or,
indeed, of any text. Scholars thought they were being detached and neutral when in
fact they were approaching the text rationalistically, with a bias against divine inspira-
tion and authority and in favor of naturalistic explanation. This point of view, which
may be called in some ways a return to (or rapprochement with) conservative Christ-
ian views of the nature of biblical criticism, is making considerable headway in the
world of biblical studies at the moment.

“Advocacy” readings

The belief that every reader of the Bible has a commitment, even when pretending or
trying to be neutral, has led to an attempt to discover what the commitments of
respected scholars of the past actually were. It has been easy to show that many were
very much the product of their class, time, and political persuasion. Certain scholars
have been particularly skillful in uncovering the hidden bias of much traditional “objec-
tive” scholarship — indeed, there is now a genre of writing known as “metacommen-
tary” that seeks to do this. Outstanding exponents are David Clines at Sheffield (see
Clines 1995), and Yvonne Sherwood at Glasgow (see Sherwood 2000).

But linked with this acute perception of the failings of past (and some present) schol-
ars there is often a sense that, since everyone is bound to have a bias — a commitment
— the important thing is to make it a good and wholesome one. A commitment to
human liberation is widely regarded as just such a wholesome commitment, whether
it be to political liberation for those oppressed by unjust societal structures, or to the
liberation of women from social oppression by men and the systems men have created.
Feminists and liberation theologians have sought to replace the conservative or
“liberal” readings of the Bible common in the past with readings based on a liberation
perspective. A case in point would be Gustavo Gutiérrez’s study of the book of Job
(Gutiérrez 1987), and much of the work being done by Christopher Rowland (Rowland
and Corner 1990). Especially in the USA, feminist readings of both the Old and the New
Testament now abound. There is a whole series of feminist Companions to the Bible
published by the Sheffield Academic Press (an important source of innovative publish-
ing in biblical studies), edited by the Israeli scholar Athalya Brenner, who teaches in
both Israel and the Netherlands.

The newer literary criticism
At the same time as scholars have been advocating readings of the Bible with more

commitment — either religious or social — there has also been another turn in biblical
studies, which contributes to the sense of ferment in this now very variegated field. This
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other turn is in a literary direction. “The Bible as Literature” used to be regarded by
serious biblical scholars as a dilettante interest, and some students of literature (C. S.
Lewis would be an obvious example) agreed, seeing it as an attempt to water down the
Bible's religious claim. In any case it tended, in the English-speaking world, to be short-
hand for praising the Authorized Version, rather than engaging with biblical criticism.
But since the 1980s, secular literary critics have begun to take the Bible in its original
languages seriously as great world literature. One of the first was Frank Kermode with
The Genesis of Secrecy (1979), a sophisticated study of Mark’s Gospel in the light of par-
allels in English literature, especially in the work of James Joyce. He and Robert Alter,
a (Jewish) professor of comparative literature in California, joined forces to produce The
Literary Guide to the Bible (1987), in which each biblical book is analyzed in a literary,
rather than a theological or conventionally “critical,” way. Some of the authors use the
techniques of structuralism, which enjoyed a brief vogue in biblical studies in the
1970s, but most engage in what literary critics normally call a “close reading,” often
with some similarities to redaction criticism.

In Britain the Department of Biblical Studies at Sheffield has been crucial in pro-
moting literary approaches to the Bible. In its publications one often sees that a concern
for literary aspects of the biblical text can coexist with, and complement, a religious
commitment of a “canonical” or “advocacy” kind. For many students of the Bible a lit-
erary reading of the “final form” of the biblical text joins hands with the holistic style
of interpretation required by a canonical approach. Evangelical scholars in particular
are often attracted by both types of study, which seem to reverse the apparently destruc-
tive tendency of the older biblical criticism. It is very likely that all these “post-critical”
developments will continue to feed into the now very complex world of biblical studies.

Old Testament Studies Today

Many of the movements discussed above apply in equal measure to both Old and New
Testament studies, but there are also some developments specific to each.

The Old Testament as Scripture

The Old Testament has never been unproblematic as the Scriptures of the Church,
because it represents the literature of Israel before Christ, and remains the holy book
of Judaism. There have been many movements in the Church frankly hostile to retain-
ing the Old Testament. Marcion in the ancient Church represented this tendency; in the
nineteenth century it was espoused by Adolf von Harnack; and in the twentieth, Rudolf
Bultmann'’s position comes close to regarding the Old Testament as superannuated —
useful at best as a record of how inadequate life is without Christ. But in the twentieth
century there were also movements strongly affirming the place of the Old Testament
in the Christian scheme of things.

This can be seen in the two greatest Theologies of the Old Testament, written respec-
tively before and after World War II, those of Walter Eichrodt and Gerhard von Rad.
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The Biblical Theology Movement, mentioned above, was also influential in the English-
speaking world in rehabilitating the Old Testament. It often argued that the New Tes-
tament itself could only be understood if read with “Hebrew” categories of thought in
mind. The figures of George Ernest Wright in the USA (see Wright 1952) and Alan
Richardson in Britain (see Richardson 1950) were important in this Movement. Thus
a considerable rearguard action was fought against any desire to remove the Old
Testament from effective Christian Scripture. The tendency of church lectionaries
(especially the Revised Common Lectionary) to include more Old Testament readings is
also a factor here.

Nevertheless the 1970s and 1980s saw a renewed feeling among some scholars that
the Old Testament was being sold short: that it had turned into the object of an essen-
tially antiquarian investigation, with a huge concentration on historical, archeologi-
cal, and linguistic matters, and little emphasis on its place in the Church. This is the
background of Brevard Childs’s “canonical approach,” described above. Childs argued
that, beyond historical criticism — which had its proper place — Christians need to regain
a sense of being addressed by the Old Testament as their Scriptures. This implied reading
the text as a coherent whole in its present form.

Childs’s work has revolutionized the questions people are willing to ask about the
Old Testament in an academic context. It no longer seems odd for a scholar to ask what
God is saying to the Church through this or that Old Testament passage, where earlier
generations of critics might have been more likely to see this as a “devotional” question
outside the proper sphere of academic study. People speak of the need to “reclaim” the
Old Testament for the Church from the grip of purely academic study. Much support
for Childs has come from his own Reformed tradition. It often goes hand in hand with
an attachment to Barthian theology, for Barth always maintained that biblical inter-
pretation was properly to be done within the Church, not hived off into an area of “aca-
demic” specialization. Childs has been severely criticized, most notably by James Barr,
for threatening to undo the centuries of patient critical work on the text (cf. Barr 1983,
1999). But his proposals have struck a chord with many in the churches.

The history of interpretation

The idea that the Old Testament text should be read as a coherent whole is often linked
with the argument that that is how it used to be read before the historical critics came
along. Accordingly there has been a massive revival of interest in “pre-critical” reading
of the Old Testament, in rabbinic, patristic, and Reformation writers. Childs himself
gave considerable impetus to this movement by writing a long commentary on Exodus
in which he presented not merely a critical reading dealing with the traditional con-
cerns of source, form, and redaction critics, but also much information about inter-
pretations in traditional Judaism and Christianity — with excerpts from the rabbis, the
Fathers, and the Reformers.

It so happens that an interest in the history of the reception of texts is a growing
concern in the wider literary world. People nowadays write about how Shakespeare (for
example) was read, and how his plays were performed, in the seventeenth, eighteenth,
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or nineteenth centuries. Childs’s theological program thus chimes in with leading
secular movements of literary criticism. By no means all those interested in the text’s
reception are “canonical critics”; some are themselves “secular” students of the Bible
as literature, who simply find the effects the text has had on generations of readers more
interesting and important than the quest for its supposed “original” meaning. But there
is no doubt that the theological and literary concerns complement each other well in
the present climate of thought. An important influence on the more secular interest in
reception history has been the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer. His idea that one never
approaches a text “cold” but always with a “pre-understanding” was influential in
earlier times on such biblical scholars as von Rad. The history of interpretation is a
rapidly burgeoning area of study in Old Testament scholarship.

New historical criticism

While these theological programs have been making the running for some, historical
work on the Old Testament has not stood still. Archeological excavation in the Middle
East continues apace, and still contributes much to our knowledge of the biblical text.
At the same time, however, there is an important revisionist movement at work in Old
Testament studies at the moment, represented in Britain by Philip R. Davies and Keith
W. Whitelam in Sheffield (see P. R. Davies 1992, Whitelam 1996), and on the Conti-
nent by Niels Peter Lemche and Thomas L. Thompson (an American) in Copenhagen
(see Thompson 1999, Lemche 1998). For these writers, the historical study of ancient
Israel has until very recently been far too focused on the biblical text. A classic example
would be John Bright's A History of Israel (Bright 1960), studied by several generations
of theological students and still in active use today. Bright draws a great deal on “exter-
nal” evidence (archeology in particular), but he follows the Old Testament’s own pre-
sentation of the history of Israel very closely. The impression is given that the Bible got
it all more or less right: Abraham, for example, may not have done exactly what Genesis
reports, but he was a real historical person who lived in roughly the period implied by
the Bible. The general shape of Israel’s history as the Old Testament describes it is seen
as confirmed by both textual and archeological study.

All this is now up for discussion. The newer historians of Israel think that modern
scholars have been far too easily taken in by the ideological bias of the biblical account,
which is strongly pro-Israel and talks as though Israel was a major player on the world
stage, rather than a tiny backwater. They argue indeed that “Israel” itself is a theologi-
cal construction which owes more to the thought of the community after the exile (in
the fifth or fourth centuries, or even later) than to any historical reality in earlier times:
itis an ideal “people of God” rather than a socio-political reality that actually existed on
the ground. The patriarchs are largely figures of fiction (just as Wellhausen thought!);
the kings of Israel and Judah are made in the likeness of later Persian or even Hellenistic
rulers; even the scale of the exile to Babylon has been grossly exaggerated in the inter-
ests of those who returned, who wanted to portray themselves as the “true” core of the
nation. The history of the indigenous population of Canaan, whom Whitelam refers to
provocatively as “Palestinians,” has been unfairly neglected or vilified.
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Late datings

Hand in hand with this revisionism about the history of Israel goes a tendency to re-
date the Old Testament sources to a much later period than most scholars have previ-
ously thought plausible. Even the apparently “annalistic” material in Kings — which for
most historians represents the bedrock in the history of Israel — does not really come
from the time of the Hebrew monarchy in the ninth to seventh centuries Bcg, but from
a much later time. Some even place it in the Hellenistic period, in the third or even
second century BcE. This implies that it is the purest fiction. Not only does this under-
mine our confidence in the texts as an accurate portrayal of Israel’s history; it also
changes our ideas of how theological thought developed in the Old Testament period,
for it leaves us (among other things) knowing nothing at all about the great prophets,
the supposed fount of so much that is distinctive in the Old Testament. Their books, like
the histories, become evidence for the thinking in the last couple of centuries Bck, and
throw no light whatever on earlier times.

Most scholars probably find these newer movements exaggerated. While acknowl-
edging that we have sometimes been too gullible when reading the Old Testament, they
doubt whether the complex Old Testament text was really made from whole cloth in so
late a period, and prefer to think that it does rest on a great deal of genuine historical
reminiscence, and on some written sources, however fragmentary. Though it is true
that Israelite writers had an ideological stance of their own and were no more “neutral”
historians than are we who study them, they were not simply inventing a nation. Israel
emerges as sufficiently distinctive for us to be obliged to think that something like it
actually existed. Nevertheless, new historical movements have brought about another
major shift in the questions people are prepared to put to the Old Testament, and their
challenge will not go away.

New Testament Studies Today
Historical criticism

The methods of historical criticism continue to be practiced by New Testament schol-
ars, just as by their colleagues in Old Testament studies. But the results are often quite
different from those familiar in the scholarship of thirty or forty years ago. Source crit-
icism of the Gospels, for example, no longer operates uniformly with the old assump-
tion that the Synoptic Gospels are composed from four sources (Mark, Q, M, and L. — the
latter two representing the material unique, respectively, to Matthew and Luke). The
very existence of Q is being called in question by many, at the same time as the Q “indus-
try” continues to produce full-scale studies of this hypothetical source. The possibility
that one or other of Matthew and Luke read the other’s work — derided by critics in the
earlier twentieth century — is now regarded by many as a serious option. Meanwhile
the independence of John, part of the whole basis for speaking of “Synoptic Gospels”
by contradistinction from the Fourth Gospel, is no longer accepted by all (see the
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discussion in Brown 1979). Even such bizarre ideas (bizarre by older standards) as that
Luke used John are no longer unthinkable for all, though they would represent clearly
minority positions. And John itself is widely seen as composite, the putting together of
sources or strata just as diverse as those used by the Synoptists.

Form criticism is also no longer in the ascendant. The normal form-critical supposi-
tion, worked out in detail by Rudolf Bultmann and a host of followers, was that each
pericope in the Gospels had an independent existence as a story told liturgically in the
early Church. Only much later were all these pericopae honed down into their present
form, and eventually strung along a narrative thread by the evangelists. But this is
under attack from two sides. On the one hand there are literary critics of the Gospels
who think that the evangelists themselves favored the pericope-by-pericope method of
telling the story of Jesus, not because the units already existed but because that was
how they naturally wrote. On the other are conservative voices urging that the stories
may have been written down much earlier than used to be thought, and that they may
even represent eye-witness testimony simply copied into the Gospels as we now have
them (cf. Gerhardsson 1979).

Redaction criticism, similarly, is put under strain by newer ways of seeing the
Gospels. Redaction critics depended for their life-blood on source and form criticism, for
to study the Gospels’ redaction is to study what the redactor has made of previously
existing materials — whether these are seen as earlier written sources or as independent
units transmitted orally over a long period of time. By comparing the (reconstructed)
original contents of sources or small “forms” with the finished Gospel one could then,
it was supposed, see the interests the evangelist himself had and how he had shaped
the material he had inherited. One problem with this was always that we had no inde-
pendent access to the evangelist's sources: they had to be reconstructed from the very
finished product we would later go on to study, a process clearly prone to circularity!
But in any case people have come to think that there may have been an element of over-
sophistication in much redaction-critical work. Can we really be so sure that we can
identify the particular features of Mark’s Christology, say, enough to distinguish it
plainly from Matthew’s or even John's? Maybe we are asking the material to yield more
answers than it is adapted to do.

Thus at the same time as historical criticism of the Gospels has continued, scholars
have become much more tentative in their commitment to its results. There is a certain
wariness in New Testament studies today, not unlike the effect of challenges by histor-
ical minimalists in Old Testament studies. It is not that the questions historical critics
ask are unreasonable, or that we should not like to have answers to them; it is simply
a feeling that in many cases answers may not really be available.

The final form of the text

All this has driven some New Testament specialists, like their Old Testament colleagues
though perhaps for partly different reasons, in the direction of paying more attention
to the Gospels as they present themselves to us now: in their “final form.” This results
in a literary turn, away from historical inquiry and toward reader-response criticism
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and narrative criticism. We may ask what the text says to a receptive reader (and indeed
what it has said in the past to such readers — here too, reception history has its part to
play). And we also ask how the text works on us: by what literary mechanisms it
conveys the effects it does. This may be an (historical) interest in the writer and his tech-
niques, but more commonly now it consists of asking about the text’s own structures,
the “intention of the work” (in Umberto Eco’s phrase). People now sometimes say they
are interested not in the meaning behind the text (as traditional historical critics are
thought to have been) but in the meaning in front of the text, that is, in its interplay
with its readers. This places Gospel study firmly in the world of contemporary literary
studies. Some feel, however, that this is also a way of restoring theological value to bib-
lical study, for it is very much in the interchange between reader and text that the text
comes to speak to the modern believer, who is interested in what it means rather than
in what it meant (to use terminology developed by Krister Stendahl).

Social science and the New Testament

Even in asking what a text meant, however, there is more than meets the eye. Tradi-
tional critics have asked about the meanings of texts as if they were purely exercises in
communicating theological ideas, rather like a kind of treatise or essay. But this can
easily overlook the social dimension of the text: who was meant to read it, and how
were they to encounter it in the first place? And what must have been their situation —
social, political, ethical — if this was an appropriate text for them to receive? It is in the
case of the letters of Paul that these questions have come most to the fore, and it has
proved necessary to delve into the social history of the earliest Christian communities
in ways that would traditionally have been associated more with the study of the clas-
sical than of the New Testament world. But we have come to see that these two worlds
are really one. The early Christian writings cannot be understood without a picture of
the social conditions in which they made sense, and that inevitably involves trying to
piece together — sometimes from the very texts being studied — some account of what
it was like to belong to a Christian group in Corinth or Ephesus or Rome. Particularly
valuable here has been the work of Wayne Meeks (Meeks 1983; cf. Theissen 1990).
But it is not as though there is no external evidence to help in these inquiries. The
Mediterranean world of the New Testament period is rich in inscriptional and literary
remains; and for the Jewish context there is the immense contribution being made by
the Dead Sea Scrolls. To some extent New Testament scholars are forever re-examining
the same old texts, the very brief compass of the New Testament; but they do so in a schol-
arly context greatly changed by the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls and other caches
of documents testifying to the complex culture in which the New Testament came to be.

A return to historical inquiry

The new sociological interest in the New Testament background represents, in a way,
a return to the centrality of historical concerns, though in a new mode, prompted by



32  JOHN BARTON

the different emphases of historians today as against those of their predecessors in the
mid-twentieth century. Historical criticism, however changed, is certainly not dead in
New Testament studies. This is evident from the renewed interest in the “historical
Jesus,” as attested in the Jesus Seminar (already mentioned above) and the work of
scholars with quite other concerns, such as Gerd Theissen: the result is a lively debate
between those who see Jesus as having been essentially a teacher of “wisdom” in the
manner of the Cynics and those who retain an older image of him as an eschatologi-
cal prophet (see Crossan 1991).

But Paul also has been the subject of a major shift in interpretation which is con-
cerned (to some extent in a traditional way) with his theological teaching. Through the
work of E. P. Sanders above all, Paul’s teaching on the Jewish law has been extensively
re-evaluated, and the distorting lens of Lutheran interpretation (as Sanders sees it)
removed, so that his relation to contemporary Judaism is made much clearer (see
Sanders 1977).

In the study of both the Gospels and Paul, therefore, there is plenty of historical work
still to do. The demise of historical criticism has been much exaggerated. Nevertheless,
the world of biblical studies is now far more pluriform than it was a generation age, and
historical concerns take their place no longer as the one dominant discipline, but as one
among a whole variety of competing interests.
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CHAPTER 3

Philosophy

David B. Burrell

These reflections intend to explore the range of relationships obtaining between theol-
ogy and other disciplines, or less stringently put, between faith and culture. Yet astute
readers will immediately perceive that the terms themselves are far richer and more
fluid once we begin to detach them from their conventional role of naming established
academic disciplines. Or put more constructively, the perennial vigor of those very dis-
ciplines attests to the fact that they are always reaching beyond settled modes of dis-
course to discover new approaches to their subject. In short, a discipline like theology
is constantly transforming itself, and the key to that transformation lies in the way in
which the very terms it must employ inevitably carry considerable cultural freight. So
it should prove illuminating if we let the word “philosophy” in the title stand for ways
of understanding which the current cultural milieu considers acceptable. So in
Aquinas’s time, the commanding way in which the writings of Aristotle had broken
open new ways of understanding, constrained Aquinas to open his Summa theologiae
by asking whether theology could be a scientia, that is, a mode of knowing. The way in
which he proceeded to answer that question would open up avenues hitherto unsus-
pected by Aristotelians, as we shall see, yet more significant for our purposes is the way
he put the question. For if theology could not be considered to be a form of knowledge,
then faith would at most be a matter of the heart and not of the mind, whereas for
Aquinas it had to address both if it were to be a fully human perfection.!

Faith indeed provides the initial principles proper to theology, as rational reflection
on the data of our senses provides the first principles of philosophy, and therein lies the
mark distinguishing one from the other. Yet we could also address the main topic by
asking what relation theology bears to faith, for the conception we have of theology
will depend a great deal on the ways we have seen those initial principles of faith being
elaborated into a theology. Presuming that the principles of faith come from revelation,
and so differ categorically from the deliverances of our senses, are they treated as given
there, much as some empiricists were wont to treat “sense-data” as given, so generat-
ing what philosophers like Wilfrid Sellars were later to caricature as “the myth of the
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given”? Or does the use of reason to inquire into the meaning of revelation issue in a
dramatic to and fro of interpretation, which we call theology, so that this mode of
inquiry becomes a quest for understanding not unlike continuing rational reflection on
our sense experience? I shall indeed argue that a picture like this latter one best reflects
the work of the great spirits who have shaped the discipline of theology, and who have
given us the working definition of “faith seeking understanding.” I shall also show how
theology executed in this way belies the conjunction of the title of this part of the book,
“Theology and . . .” with our title, “Philosophy,” which suggests that we are faced with
two adequately distinct endeavors.

But it were best not to jump to such a conclusion, but to begin with what the title
does indeed suggest: that theology is one thing and philosophy another. And the time-
honored way of marking the difference is by whether one employs data (or premises)
from revelation or not: philosophy does not do so while theology must, for that is what
sets it apart. A simple enough distinction, certainly, yet difficulties begin when we note
the recurrent presumption that what supplies the paradigm for understanding is phi-
losophy, so that whatever we might claim to “know by faith” must pass that bar. This
presumption is often implicit, but what lends it credence is the original contention that
knowing-by-faith adds something to what we have come to call “knowing.” Now if that
is so, how can we assess whether or not knowing-by-faith is properly a form of knowl-
edge? That is, how can we determine whether or not what theology asserts is true?
Notice how easily this conundrum is generated by the image of faith as something
added, or better, the deliverances of revelation as adding something to knowing tout
court. For what is added must then measure up to that to which it has been added. Yet
such an image has been congenial to both sides of the faith/reason debate; it has long
represented a time-honored way to distinguish these two disciplines. As we shall see,
however, everything turns on the way in which the “additive” image is employed.
Without critical attention to actual practice, the additive image will reinforce the impli-
cation of the original conjunction: that these are two separate things, each originally
and necessarily quite extrinsic to the other. But how else can it be taken?

It may help to place this apparently intractable issue in two contexts which in fact
envelop it. Think first of Aristotle’s own reflections on knowing (or epistémé) in his
Posterior Analytics, and how those explicit methodological prescriptions are often quite
at variance with his own practice. In fact, Aquinas will later note that his rules for con-
stituting bona fide knowledge can only characterize a constructed science like geome-
try. So explicit pictures of procedures for relating bodies of knowing, or even rules for
constituting knowledge itself, can often shipwreck on actual practice. Another more
theological context would be the vexed history of the relation of natural to supernatural
orders. Is the latter something added to nature, with the resulting picture of a universe
constructed of two stories, which theologians must then busy themselves relating to
each other? This is the baroque picture which Henri de Lubac succeeded in disman-
tling, so opening the way for that mode of theology which animated Vatican II.> A
similar mindset among Thomists of the time divided Aquinas’s treatment of God into
two parts: de Deo uno and de Deo trino, with that which treats of God’s oneness pro-
ceeding in a philosophical mode, while theology enters only when triunity is at issue.
Aquinas does indeed divide his treatment of God into two parts, but the division is
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pedagogical rather than ideological; moreover, the entire treatment takes place in his
Summa theologiae (ST), and only after he confirms its title as a work of theology by
explicitly showing how theology can be a mode of knowing, a scientia.

So one begins to feel the need for a critical way of appropriating the time-honored
distinction between philosophy and theology. Let us look more closely at the combina-
tions and permutations which result when we factor in the implicit presumption that
philosophy sets the norm. Two diametrically opposite inferences can result, as can
happen, for example, when one either reads Aquinas that way, and so hears him saying
that knowing-by-faith exalts knowledge properly speaking, or reads a modern ration-
alist like Freud, and thereby finds it redundant. Moreover, one could go on to ask the
Aquinas so figured: how will knowing-by-faith exalt ordinary knowing? And the
answer could be at least two-fold, reflecting two very disparate views of transcendence.
The first response would be closer to Aquinas but arrived at only by re-configuring the
distinction in a more critical fashion: knowing-by-faith can enrich or fulfill human
understanding; while the second would construe knowing-by-faith as allowing us to
escape the limitations of human understanding and of human life — a view of tran-
scendence roundly (and rightly) criticized by many an ancient or contemporary
thinker. And the charges of redundancy can be understood quite differently as well: as
Freud does, that faith not only adds nothing cognitive but even retards critical acumen
to keep believers in an infantile relation to reality; or as new age folks might claim for
“spirituality,” that what the humdrum world finds redundant is actually ecstasy for the
initiated.

Another set of responses is generated when the additive picture is left intact and
believers undertake to reverse the presumptive normativity of reason, embodied in phi-
losophy, to replace it assertively by theology. Then it would be faith which sets the norm,
and does so precisely to make up the deficiencies of reason. While this strategy more
properly captures the Reformers than medievals like Aquinas, traces of it can be found
in him as well. In both cases, the deficiency of reason can either be de facto, given the
extreme difficulty in adjudicating issues surrounding divinity; or de jure, reflecting dif-
ferent views of the effects of original sin on human understanding. The logical diffi-
culties which such a strategy elicits, as displayed in Karl Barth’s increasingly self-critical
elaboration of it, point to the incoherence of any merely additive picture: the very terms
required to articulate the norm of faith must be taken from reason. So it becomes
increasingly clear how pointless it is to try to identify the norm in theological matters
either with faith or with reason; both must be operative, and theologians can be ranked
by the way their work displays this mutual normativity.

Such will be my contention, in any case, and it should prove the more persuasive if
the arguments for it display that rhetorical structure which properly befits theological
inquiry. That is, arguments purporting to establish the mutual normativity proper to
theology can only proceed indirectly, by noting how a mode of argumentation which
rests on reason alone cannot adequately articulate its subject. The subject here is the
understanding proper to human beings, which cannot but be curiously open-ended. In
the global terms we have been using to this point, one can propose that philosophy
points beyond itself in such a way that theology fulfills it, or correlatively, that philos-
ophy cannot ground itself, so that philosophical reflection “begins and ends in wonder”
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— as Aristotle noted in an uncharacteristically rhapsodic passage initiating his
Metaphysics. Wonder offers an opening for revelation, which theology will proceed to
elaborate precisely to thematize the wonder itself, for if a revelation cannot be seen to
be doing just that then it can be dismissed as redundant. So it is the very picture of the
sufficiency of reason to express the human condition which theology must use reason
to undermine, in a way proper to it and best described as rhetorical. Interestingly
enough, it is this very mode of argument which Aquinas displays at the opening of his
Summa Theologiae, in the second question, often mistaken as offering five “proofs” for
God'’s existence. Following Aquinas’s own explicit comments, all responsible commen-
tators have recognized that these cannot be proper demonstrations, but many have
attempted to make them probative in some other sense. Yet the careful way in which
he structures them presents them as argument-forms which show how we might put
to the test (and in that sense, probe [probari]) any attempt to offer a complete explana-
tion of the universe and its order. If we can be brought to see how our attempts to do
just that continue to fail, then we might be able to open our minds (and eventually our
hearts as well) to that One “whom we call God.”

Aquinas’s Approach to Mutual Clarification

The upshot of “turning around” (the Hebrew metaphor rendered metanoia in the New
Testament) the usual presumption that “philosophy” sets the norm is to discover that
the understanding available to us needs to be completed, fulfilled. But how? By adding
something to it, some additional propositions, perhaps? Were that the case, as it appears
to be for many philosophers of religion, there would be no mode of understanding
proper to knowing-by-faith, nor would the additive picture require any critical appro-
priation. Aquinas offers another way of identifying what might be added: images from
revelation to supplement what the world supplies to our senses, plus a perspicacity by
way of divine light which enhances our capacity to perceive the import of these “God-
given images” (ST 1.12.13). No divinely proffered propositions here, for propositions
are of human making; rather, multivalent images awaiting our probing and elabora-
tion. Just as what the world affords our senses causes us to wonder, so these images
offer a yet more ample field for wonder. Alternatively, and this is John Henry Newman's
tactic, what if the actual use of reason always involved faith of some sort? If that were
the case, then the faith corresponding to a purported divine revelation would not be
totally foreign to us, even though it would clearly be of a different order than the native
trust which animates anything we do. Yet a revelation which could offer the best help
in articulating that native trust would thereby flesh out and enrich our operative under-
standing, and notably our understanding of the very reaches of human understand-
ing. One clear presumption of this argument is a robust realism: that there is something
to know. The issue then becomes: how can we best know it?

Yet does not Aquinas also say that faith adds propositions as well? In an especially
prescient response to the query whether God’s triunity can be attained by reason
without the benefit of revelation, he gives reasons why that could never be the case,
reasons which reinforce his keen appreciation of just how “negative” is the knowledge
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that creatures can have of the creator (ST 1.32.1). In brief, accustomed as we are to
tracing causal pathways in seeking explanations of any sort, it is quite another thing
to try to trace the way to a cause of being, to the “universal cause of all existence” (ST
1.45.2). Even armed as he was with Aristotle’s rich phenomenology of “four causes,”
it is problematic which one of these, if any, could answer to the “cause of being.” So
even should we stretch human reason to arrive there, with the help of intervening
thinkers like Plotinus (relayed to him by pseudo-Dionysius), we could know little or
nothing about that One, since it would completely escape Aristotle’s mode of defining
things, as Moses Maimonides had so clearly shown.’ So a fortiori, the very inner life of
God, revealed in the person of Jesus, and so intimated in the Christian scriptures but
articulated within that community only after four centuries of struggle with diverse
formulations, could hardly be proposed as a proper object for rational inquiry. Yet
Aquinas goes on to note that once revealed and formulated, such a revelation can serve
as a powerful corrective to apparently inevitable errors regarding the relation of the
“cause of being” to beings: namely, that it could only be an impersonal and necessary
emanation. This quite unexpected response (in the context of showing how God’s
triunity surpassed the powers of reason [ST 1.32.1.3]) unveils the deeper roots of
Aquinas’s own treatment of creation, wherein the inner-divine processions of Word
and of Spirit serve as the eternal exemplars of an utterly free action on God’s part: free
because it was a fully intentional activity of expression (Word) and of ecstatic love
(Spirit).*

What emboldened Aquinas to identify what had been the prevailing philosophical
picture of the origin of all things — impersonal and necessary emanation — as an
“error”? Precisely what had come to be revealed to him, through a revelation formu-
lated in a tradition, about the creator. It was this revelation-tradition which allowed
him to put to question the only account which philosophers until that time had deemed
creditable.’ Besides being used to gain critical purchase on alternative accounts, the
same tradition had also built these hard-won propositions into theological account in
its own right. In our time we have distinguished these two efforts, dividing them into
philosophical and systematic theology, yet as we have seen, Aquinas engaged in both
efforts with equal grace. Indeed, properly executed, one informs the other, and the
result can be called “mutual clarification,” in a phrase which captures the way Gilles
Emery has characterized Aquinas’s method in theological inquiry (Emery 1995:285—
341). If this account offers a both accurate and attractive picture of properly theolog-
ical inquiry, note how it formulates nicely the mutual normativity of faith and of
reason, so leading us away from that “foundational” model of knowing which had
insisted on a clear separation of theology from philosophy, while presuming that “phi-
losophy” provided the norm by which any purported assertion had to be assessed.

Bernard Lonergan regularly contrasted these alternatives as the “need for certitude”
versus the “quest for understanding,” identifying what philosophers call “foundation-
alism” with the need for certitude.® Another look at Descartes’ Discourse on Method as
expressing a deep-seated need for certitude helps to underscore the import of this con-
trast, especially when one notes what different dimensions of the human psyche are
reflected by needs rather than by quests. The quest for understanding formulates
Augustine’s classical definition of theology as “faith seeking understanding” in an
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idiom which alludes as well to Aristotle’s intellectual virtues, thereby reminding us that
understanding in divinis will always involve growth in understanding. This idiom also
alludes to the fact that faith is ever a journey, and that the propositions which attempt
to formulate “articles of faith” are at best guideposts along that way, which opens as a
way to wisdom for those intent upon the quest. In that aspiration to wisdom, of course,
reason needs all the help it can get, so pressing the quest for understanding to serve the
journey of faith affords philosophy its medieval distinction of being the “handmaid of
theology.” We have seen how critical a role creation, and indeed the proper account of
creation, plays in this synthesis, so it will not be surprising to note how the subsequent
drive to “liberate” philosophy to an autonomous status involved disregarding the link
to a creator. Indeed, the dramatic movement inherent in modernity did more than effect
a return to Aristotle’s insouciance about the question of origins, for it presented itself
as a post-medieval alternative to a created universe.” The key to the “mutual clarifica-
tion” which philosophy and theology can provide for each other lies in articulating
creation.

To mention the shared goal of wisdom returns us to the etymology of the term
“philosophy” — something easily forgotten when either of our key terms are identified
via current academic disciplines. Rendering “philosophy” as Socrates presented it, as
the desire for wisdom rather than its achievement or possession, reminds us that both
disciplines are fated never to achieve their goal. Indeed, that is the reason why Clement
of Alexandria explicitly pre-empted the classical name “philosophy” for Christian theol-
ogy, calling it the “true philosophy.” Here again the testimony of a rich tradition
reminds us that distinctions cannot be separations, and that each one needs the other.
Indeed, we have been correcting the additive picture all along to show at once how the
very formulations of theology require continual assistance from reason, and how the
presence of revelation can release philosophy, regarded as a particular way of using
intellectual skills, to serve its animating purpose of a search for wisdom by questing for
understanding. Using Aquinas as a paradigmatic thinker, the additive picture has been
enhanced, if not replaced, by one of “mutual clarification.” Other theologians will offer
parallel testimony, corroborating the mutuality inherent in those disciplines which
were presented at the outset of this inquiry as separate and so needing to be linked. In
fact, the linkage is already present, even though often implicit, in the conceptual care
with which theologians must proceed in their rarefied atmosphere, as well as in the
original faith which must be present to animate any philosophical inquiry, once one
has discarded a foundational picture of rational inquiry.

Augustine and the Part that Practice Plays

Just as those who thought themselves modern could not escape being post-medieval,
so we are fated to be postmodern once we reject a foundational account of inquiry. Yet
the way beyond rejection to a constructive account has already been suggested by allud-
ing to Newman's Grammar of Assent, composed as a direct riposte to modernist con-
ceptions of philosophical inquiry in their heyday.® The strategy of mutual clarification
outlined here has been structured by Alasdair MacIntyre's elaboration of Newman’s
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prescient suggestions into a general account of inquiry as invariably “tradition-
directed.”® His observations prove particularly enlightening for theological inquiry and
its internal relation to a tradition focused on articulating revelation. If the actual use
of reason to pursue a substantive inquiry inevitably presupposes something akin to
faith (which Alvin Plantinga characterizes as “basic beliefs”), then a tradition like that
of Christian theology offers abundant illustration of this path of mutual clarification,
for it has found it opportune from the beginning to mine Hellenic modes of thought to
elaborate its key doctrines of divine incarnation and triunity.'® Indeed, it now appears
that the medieval understanding of philosophy as a handmaid of a yet richer under-
standing may suggest a way to liberate philosophical skills from the pretensions of com-
plete comprehension to their proper role of facilitating human understanding. What is
at stake here is a conception of philosophy which is not inflated, which answers to its
originating impulse of wonder while retaining a properly self-critical edge. The work of
Pierre Hadot may well show us a way of coming to a renewed appreciation of those
dimensions, for his unveiling of the critical role which “spiritual exercises” played in
ancient philosophy suggests a context within which to place the modern notion of
“propositional attitudes” in order to bring out some features of understanding which
that conception can easily overlook."!

That context is, of course, that of intellectual virtues. It can perhaps best be illus-
trated by invoking another thinker in the Christian tradition who should prove enlight-
ening in his own way: Aurelius Augustine. Readers of the Confessions steeped in
modernity find it odd when, in his struggle for intellectual clarification detailed in the
seventh book, he feels it necessary to decide between Platonism and Christianity. Why
can’t he think of himself as a Christian Platonist; certainly many have done just that?
Yet Pierre Hadot's familiarity with the demands which ancient philosophy makes on
philosophers themselves reminds us that they could only see this mode of thinking as
involving the entirety of a person’s relation to the universe, and so comprehending not
just a “set of beliefs” but a way of life as well: a way of life embodied in a set of prac-
tices which embraces one’s life and forms one’s attitudes. Now this is precisely what
Christian liturgical formation is intended to do: introduce us into a world which should
become more and more an alternative to the world in which we live; indeed, into the
“kingdom of God.” If the Platonism of his time pretended, as philosophies tend to do,
to offer a complete comprehension of the universe, then it would come replete with
practices as well, and some of these would inevitably clash with the mystagogy of
Christian initiation. That is, at least, a plausible reconstruction of what faced
Augustine. What is more telling for us is the need to reconstruct our own conception
of philosophy to appreciate his dilemma, yet that reconstruction may bring us closer
to an authentic understanding of the role of philosophy in human existence than its
modernist frame of a set of beliefs (or “propositional attitudes”).'

Yet more constructively, however: can we mine this same thinker for a positive con-
ception of the mutual clarification which reason and faith can bring to one another?
The answer is contained in an attentive reading of the Confessions themselves, for the
final word is not one of opposition, but one which reshapes the Plotinian directions
which initially gave him a way of entering the world of spirit as the domain of mind
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and of mind’s internal good, God. That reshaping will follow the form of the incarna-
tion of the Word made flesh, to bring human beings into a tensive relation between time
and eternity, flesh and spirit, precisely there where Platonists tend to oppose them.!?
What allowed him so to reconceive philosophy and its role was the fresh context that
revelation provided, an illumination which the Confessions puts in disarmingly simple
terms: “the mystery of the Word made flesh T had not begun to guess. . . . None of this
is in the Platonist books” (7:xix, xxi). He would not even be able to “guess” such a
mystery, of course; nor indeed can we, for that very thought exceeds our imagination
for what is possible — even when imagination for what is possible is the very thing
on which philosophy has long prided itself! These final chapters of Book 7 of the
Confessions offer a paradigm instance of “faith seeking understanding,” the celebrated
formula of Augustine’s which animated the work of medieval philosophical theolo-
gians, beginning with Anselm.

Book 7 documents the discovery of the idiom which Augustine needed to find a
proper way of conceptualizing God, not as another being among beings, but as the “life
of the life of my soul” or the wisdom which grants wisdom to the wise — in short, the
source of all that is, and hence should never be thought of as standing over against
anything that is.'* It was probably the Enneads of Plotinus which offered him this idiom,
and chapter 16 notes why it recommended itself: “I asked myself why I approved of the
beauty of bodies, whether celestial or terrestrial, and what justification I had for giving
an unqualified judgment on mutable things. . .. In the course of this inquiry why I
made such value judgments as I was making, I found the unchangeable and authentic
eternity of truth to transcend my mutable mind” (7:xvi).'> The text goes on to describe
how he appropriated that idiom for his own quest:

And so step by step I ascended from bodies to the soul which perceives through the body,
and from there to its inward forces . . . [and] from there again I ascended to the power of
reasoning to which is attributed the power of judging deliverances of the bodily senses.
This power, which in myself I found to be mutable, raised itself to the level of its own intel-
ligence, and . . . at that point it had no hesitation in declaring that the unchangeable is
preferable to the changeable, since unless it could somehow know this, there would be no
certainty in preferring it to the mutable. So in the flash of a trembling glance it attained
to that which is. At that moment I saw your “invisible nature understood through the
things which are made” (Rom 1:20). (7:xvi)

It should be clear how intimately this description relies on the neoplatonic structure of
the mind’s capacity to return to its origin, yet equally clear how that logic now actively
structures Augustine’s own search for the truth. The description is just that: an account
of language put to use and becoming a trusted tool for discovery. This is indeed faith
seeking understanding, by utilizing a mode of understanding made available to it, yet
pressing it on to hitherto unsuspected reaches. The final citation from scripture indi-
cates what animates that extension and potential transformation of the original idiom:
this is reason at the service of an understanding offered by revelation and available
through faith — indeed, otherwise unimaginable, yet one which human beings need to
articulate by using all the resources available to us.
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Kierkegaard’s Way of Contextualizing Reason

If our earlier guides can be classed as “premodern,” our final mentor managed to
presage much that is “postmodern,” as well as to share with Newman an admiration
which Wittgenstein reserved for few thinkers, and these two alone among theological
minds. Seren Kierkegaard exploited pseudonyms in order to be able to dramatize the
diverse postures which religious persons can (and often should) assume toward the
faith which continues to beckon them. For while a faith tradition can lay claim to our
allegiance, we can only respond in kind by way of critical reflection, which must at once
scrutinize what the tradition offers as well as let that tradition challenge currently
touted norms of rationality. Kierkegaard displayed his appreciation of this call for
“mutual clarification” by creating within himself and his readers enough space for
reflection on the deliverances of faith and of reason, in order to show how each could
indeed illuminate the other. The pseudonym most apt to display the inner reciprocal
relation between faith and reason (or theology and philosophy) is that of Anti-Climacus
in Sickness unto Death.'® For it is conceived by way of contrast to that of Climacus in
the more directly philosophical Concluding Unscientific Postscript, so that the work can
be “edifying,” and thereby stand on the very threshold of a properly religious work.
Anti-Climacus anticipates the work of Pierre Hadot by reminding us that a philosophy
which leads beyond itself will require of its adherents as well as its novices a set of prac-
tices designed to “build up” in them the appropriate responses to the calls they have
heard, and so facilitate their hearing yet others, while the interaction between practices
and reflection will help us discern the authenticity of the calls.

The rhetorical structure of the work is designed to dethrone the reigning conception
of philosophy, that of Hegel's “system,” and to do so by displaying an alternative which
will alone be capable of leading one to what the Enlightenment sought: “the individual.”
He names the sickness which structures this inquiry “despair,” and by “despair” he
means the recurring and often acute sense of privation which we cannot help but feel in
being unable to attain “that unique individual” which we are called to become. The
human ideal opened up by the Reformation and endorsed in an autonomous fashion by
the Enlightenment is in fact unattainable, yet we human beings regularly mask that fact
from ourselves by countless distractions (as Pascal remarked), while philosophers do so
in a more elaborate way by constructing “systems” in the image of Hegel. Yet the claim
to an autonomous philosophy which would supersede the older medieval faith is issued
in amode of discourse so abstract that it bypasses the very goal of that endeavor: to make
of oneself “an individual.” The polemical portions of this work (not to be attributed, tout
court, to Kierkegaard himself) will engage us with a prose redolent of “the system,”
thereby showing us how “tolerably well” he knows it, yet designed to display how wide
of the mark it will carry us. The mark, again, is a conception of the human person able
both to delineate our specificity as well as lead us to realize it individually. The concep-
tion to which we are introduced is that of relating, borrowed from the medieval articu-
lation of spirit as what is able to “relate to all things” (itself cribbed from the opening
lines of Aristotle’s Metaphysics) and of the earlier Cappadocian attempt to articulate the
triunity of God by identifying the “persons” of the divine trinity as “subsistent relations.”



PHILOSOPHY 43

This conception, introduced by a definition which takes the form of a conceit but
which formulates precisely the specificity of human beings by accentuating the gerun-
dive form, “relating,” is opposed to that of a synthesis, by which he can distinguish
himself from a favorite ploy of Hegel’s. Yet he also implicitly targets Aristotle’s defini-
tion of human beings as “rational animals,” thereby showing his own modernity while
trenchantly criticizing its current icon. Indeed, this gesture reminds us of an aporia in
Aristotle’s work: if living things, indeed human beings especially, and notably Socrates,
serve as paradigms for his decisive category of substance, he nonetheless fails to bring
out how humans transcend that very category in the very act of defining it. This, of
course, is what Hegel showed so well, and in that sense Kierkegaard is building on him
while rejecting the omnivorous instincts of his philosophical legacy. So we are not “a
relation” but “a relating,” which accentuates how our very being is already an
activity, and also how as a relating it is a “being towards.” (Aquinas had noted how the
very “to-be” [esse] of creatures is “to-be-related” [ST 1.45.3].) Yet the transcendence
proper to rational creatures which allows them to fulfill their destiny (or reject it) is also
present in this very “being-related” as an inner exigency. That is to say, Kierkegaard
adopts a classical view of freedom as a “hunger for the good,” steadfastly refusing the
modern reduction of freedom to aimless choice, or the mere “ability to do otherwise,”
with its roots in Scotus. This sets the stage for his evocative use of “despair,” which
captures a range of attitudes linked to the experience of a privation, that is, something
which ought to be present yet is not.

It is this “category” of despair which signals our awareness of being spirit, that is, of
being-related in the very constitution of our being. Yet such an awareness must be
“everywhere dialectical,” as he puts it, executing what Hegel proposed as the heart of
an authentically philosophical logic better than even Hegel knew how to do. That is,
most of us find ourselves living lives of “quiet desperation” because we are indeed “in
despair” but remain oblivious of the fact, save for a nagging sense of “not being there”
or of “not being able to get through,” which becomes his operative sense for despair. Get
through to what? Kierkegaard’s answer reveals how much his view of human being
and of human freedom is rooted in Plato’s inner quest for “the good,” yet the path he
takes reveals the power of this dialectical logic. It is in fact a dialectic of consciousness,
of degrees of awareness of one’s own state of inner alienation from one’s proper good.
The stages move from the common one of endemic lack of awareness to an acute
awareness (which is close to our poignant use of “despair”) and on to the demonic
despair of refusing any remedy for our situation, which Anti-Climacus cannily likens
to a manuscript error which takes on a life of its own to challenge the writer by insist-
ing that it “will not be corrected.” Short of demonic despair, there is but one way out
of the acute awareness of having “missed the mark,” and that lies in our being able to
name the good from which we have alienated ourselves as the God who reveals a for-
giving face in Jesus, thereby calling us to faith via repentance. This dynamic retains
accents of his Lutheran formation and also displays the finest lineaments of Dante’s
sensibility, by showing just how redundant is forensic judgment when our own inner
orientation suffices to foreshadow the way we must go. We are unable to overcome
despair ourselves, yet it will evaporate once the relating finds itself “rooted in the power
which constitutes it,” a point where the definition of self transmutes into that of faith.
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What Kierkegaard helps readers to do, in Sickness unto Death, is to appropriate Hegel's
dialectic in a way that allows it both to reveal and to serve a profoundly human move-
ment to faith in the “power which constitutes” us, namely, the creator who is also our
redeemer. So Kierkegaard’s own faith perspective directs him to a novel use of Hegel's
acute philosophical tools, and one which displays Hegel's acuity far better than the
“system” which had captured him for later generations, and threatened to undermine
authentic Christian faith by making it subservient to a sovereign and omnivorous
reason. In short, Kierkegaard succeeds in turning the tables on the pretenses of “phi-
losophy” by utilizing those very philosophical skills to show how it can best fulfill its
own aims by serving an innately human movement to faith. The operative premise, of
course, is that we are in fact creatures of this God, which this work does not set out to
prove since its peculiar pseudonym had identified the author as one on the way to faith.
Indeed, Anti-Climacus is teetering on its very threshold, open to exploring how a key
premise like the free creation of the universe might illuminate a philosophical, indeed
a proto-psychological, picture of humanity. So if Kierkegaard’s clearly pseudonymous
works make him appear to be an “irrationalist” to philosophers, that should alert us to
the polemical steps he felt it necessary to take in the face of a reason captured by “ratio-
nalism.” This mediating work, however, utilizes the attentuated pseudonym of “Anti-
Climacus” to show how reason and faith can collaborate in illuminating what it means
to be human in a far more searching way than the current rationalist paradigm
allowed. Once again, a properly rhetorical use of reason, employed to show how
Christian faith can illuminate the darker reaches of the human spirit, offers a fresh
paradigm for self-understanding.

Theology and Philosophy

The way in which the respective disciplines of philosophy and theology relate to each
other is clearly a function of one’s conception of reason and of faith. This selection of
examples ranging over the Christian tradition has shown us how culture-bound such
conceptions can be, and so should help us to correct the preconceptions we might bring
to such a discussion. Moreover, having the perspective we do on modernist conceptions
of the endemic opposition between the two should open us to appreciate those who saw
them as more complementary than opposed. An historical-systematic approach to the
tradition can help us to mine it for conceptions and distinctions which our age may have
obscured. In this way we will not only be alerted to our own preconceptions, but can also
work to correct them in the light of a richer range of mentors. That very exercise should
allow us to appreciate traditions as vehicles for reflection rather than repositories of opin-
ions, and so free us to pursue our own inquiry in a more self-critical and promising spirit.

Notes

1 For an astute presentation of Aquinas, see Mark Jordan’s contribution to Kretzmann and
Stump (1993:232-51), entitled: “Theology and Philosophy,” as well as Jenkins (1997).
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See his celebrated Surnaturel, translated as The Mystery of the Supernatural (De Lubac 1967).
For an illuminating historical account of Aquinas’s debt to pseudo-Dionysius (and through
him to neo-Platonism), see Booth (1985), and for a more systematic treatment, see Rudi te
Velde (1995). For Aquinas’s relation to Maimonides and others, see my “Aquinas and
Islamic and Jewish Thinkers,” in Kretzmann and Stump (1993:60-84).

For a detailed study of this correlation between “processions” and creation, see Emery
(1995), or a fine review and summary of the argument by Houser (1996:493-7).

My Knowing the Unknowable God (Burrell 1986) details the way in which Aquinas assimi-
lated the work of Avicenna and of Maimonides to forge his alternative account.
Lonergan'’s seminal work Insight has recently been republished as part of his collected works
by the University of Toronto Press (1997).

Michael Buckley's At the Origins of Modern Atheism (1987) offers an illuminating contem-
porary complement to De Lubac’s Drama of Atheist Humanism (1949).

Consult, preferably, Nicholas Lash’s edition of Newman's An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of
Assent (1979) for its illuminating introduction.

These views are elaborated successively in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (MacIntyre
1988), and Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (MacIntyre 1990).

A good beginning for Plantinga’s work is his essay “Reason and Belief in God,” in Plantinga
and Wolsterstorff (1983).

Pierre Hadot's original work, Exercises spirituels et philosophie antique, 2nd edn. (1987) is
now out of print, but an excellent summary of his thought is available in his Qu'est-ce que
la philosophie antique? (1995) and a superb collection of his articles has been translated and
presented by Davidson (1995).

It would be fascinating to ask whether “philosophy” so conceived would be vulnerable to
the critique which Richard Rorty reserves for what he takes it to be, following the modern
Cartesian paradigm.

For an enlightening view of Augustine reversing neoplatonic tendencies, see John Cavadini,
“Time and Ascent in Confessions XI” (1993:171-85). For another essay on the intrinsically
narrative character of his thought, see Wetzel (1992).

For an illuminating discussion of the linguistic-conceptual apparatus indispensable to
articulating God as “distinct from” creation, yet in a way which forbids us to think of God as
something else in the universe, see Tanner (1988); and for a lucid presentation of “the dis-
tinction” of creator from creation as decisive for Christian theology, see Sokolowski (1981).
For a discussion of Augustine’s sources, see Henry Chadwick’s translation (which I shall
use throughout) of the Confessions (1991 :xix).

An English translation by Howard and Edna Hong, with extensive critical apparatus, was
published by Princeton University Press in 1980; a later translation by Alastair Hannay was
published by Penguin in 1989.
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CHAPTER 4
Culture

Charles T. Mathewes

The concept of culture is simultaneously perilous and promising for theological reflec-
tion, and for the same reasons. Until fairly recently, however, modern theologians
understood “culture” unproblematically to signify the setting of theological inquiry, a
setting which can itself be the subject of such theological inquiry. “Theology” and
“culture” operated on different levels, and theologians interpreted cultural phenomena;
Paul Tillich, for example, famously analyzed post-impressionist paintings as expressing
broader cultural disaffections with inherited understandings and representations of
nature, disaffections which he connected with a nascent recognition that technology
has helped us forget the primordial “conditionedness” of all existence.

Recent work on “culture” has made things more murky, because it has shown how
almost all human activity can be understood as “cultured” in a way that highlights the
contingency and fragility of the particular formations of human social existence within
which we live, move, and have our being. This new understanding should trouble the-
ology. Of course, there are many bad reasons why academic theologians might resist
understanding their work as “cultural” — fears of losing authority, and the concomi-
tant expansion of who can challenge theologians (and how they can be challenged) —
but there are also prima facie good reasons for suspicion — in particular, concerns about
whether convictions that seem fundamental to theology (apparently trans-cultural
convictions about God and Christ, for example) can survive encounter with the concept
of “culture.” The encounter between theology and recent understandings of culture is
thus more complex than a simple affirmation or negation; it involves mutual critique.

The intellectual projects gathered under the description “theology and culture” have
ancestors in older theological conundrums, but the term “culture” appears only in
modernity. Only recently have theologians begun to appreciate the term’s complexity
and historical contingency. This chapter seeks to aid this appreciation. After recount-
ing in the first section the concept of culture’s historical development and detailing its
present complexity, it argues in the second section that, while modern theology has
long struggled with the concept of “culture,” several recent theologians offer useful
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guidance in its theological application. We will find that culture is more theologically
central, both as peril and as promise, than one might have thought.

The Concept of Culture

“Culture” is not a natural kind, like silver or dandelions or trout; nor is it an inten-
tionally fabricated artifact, like Walkmans™ (which require trademarks) or Napalm, or
the Chicago Bulls. Like “religion,” it lies somewhere in between these two — more mal-
leable (because dependent on human use) than the first, but less consequent upon
explicit human decision than the second. The concept of culture is itself a cultural arti-
fact, which came into being only in the eighteenth century. Before then, entirely dif-
ferent conceptual schemes informed what now gets collected under the concept of
“culture.” We can narrate the development of “culture,” thereby highlighting some of
its latent tensions and complexities. This is meant not as an adequate historical narra-
tive, but rather as a useful heuristic device; it transforms culture from something
obvious into something “denaturalized and suspended before our eyes as an object of
scrutiny” (Masuzawa 1998:91). This history is thus primarily a way to see “culture’s ”
complexity.’

History of the concept of culture

The concept of culture emerges from many sources, three of which are particularly
important. First, eighteenth-century debates in France and England, concerning the
character of human development and the purpose of education, resulted in the idea of
the “cultured person.” These debates were sparked by anxieties about identity, particu-
larly in the face of threats from populations mobilized by industrialization — both
directly revolutionary threats posed by the new working class, and the indirect but no
less impressive threat of the newly empowered and enriched middle class, who imper-
iled the aristocracy’s control over society (and who indeed fulfilled that threat in the
twentieth century). New means of discrimination were required, on both a class and
an individual level, and what we can call the “classist” concept of culture arose to meet
this need. (Later thinkers such as Matthew Arnold and T. S. Eliot build on this concept.)
“Culture” came into initial use as a marker of refinement and, of necessity, social class;
the “cultured person” was the civilized and sophisticated person. Significantly, because
of the very conditions that caused its birth, the modern concept of culture is profoundly
secular, and indeed possesses an anti-theological orientation: as Raymond Williams has
pointed out, “‘Culture’ was then at once the secularization and the liberalization of
earlier metaphysical forms” (Williams 1977:15). The concept of “culture” thus offers
an (at least initially) non-theological locus of value and significance for human beings.

Later thinkers, particularly the German Romantics, gave culture an explicitly
political valence when they conceptualized linguistically distinct societies as distinct
national “cultures,” using the term to mark national identity. This development had
benefits, particularly the pressure it immediately put on the “classicist” notions with
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which the concept was initially burdened, eventually expanding the concept of culture
to include “folk” cultures. But it also created problems, especially its implicit assump-
tion that cultures are essentially primordial and homogeneous wholes — entailing an
“esthetic holism” in regard to cultures, and ascribing to them a monolithic identity-
conferring power over their participants (Tanner 1997:10). This understandable atten-
tion to cultural homogeneity arose from attempts to conceptualize Romantics’
nostalgia for what they thought was being lost. The awareness of massive social trans-
formations, and the increasing realization of human historicity, made thinkers sensi-
tive to the separateness of social structures (as if we had inhabited an ice-floe we
thought was solid earth, but which one day separated itself from the continent and
began to drift into the sea). This transformation focused attention on questions of cul-
tural integrity, and on the “authentic” and the “genuine” in contrast to the “artificial”
and “merely conventional.” Intellectuals imagined culture as the organic expression
of a people’s racial character, the “outward” correlate of their inner essence, thereby
legitimating general disquiet about the replacement of this cultural inheritance with
the fabricated products of mass-production industry.

The concept of culture not only developed from reflection at home; it also developed
from ethnographic reflections, in particular reflections about how to understand
human differences along lines that are neither developmentally triumphalist nor essen-
tially racial or climatological. This source drew on Romanticism’s aggressive defense of
the old folkways in the face of an increasingly pervasive industrialization, and its per-
ceived corrosive effects on tradition. But it went beyond earlier formulations’ emphases
on culture as value-constituting, person-determining, and authentic, to include recog-
nition of the contingency of human structures. “Contingency” here does not mean arbi-
trariness, or a straightforward social contractualism or voluntarism, where everything
is (or ought to be) the object of explicit (even potentially explicit) assent; it means rather
to highlight the fact that cultures (and thus people) are decisively different, which is
due not to essential divergences in “race” or nature, but to thoroughly accidental dif-
ferences of climate, geography, history, and above all the influence (or inheritance) of
the innumerable choices and decisions humans have made over millennia about all the
questions of how to live life, the minutiae as well as the momentous (insofar as we can
specify such decisions as one or the other).

If recognition of culture’s inclusion of all sorts of (indeed, all) human interactions,
was the result of historical imagination, the recognition of the contingency of culture
awaited the encounter of European intellectuals with radically different cultures. In a
way, paradoxically, we can say that the appreciation of culture’s breadth was a conse-
quence of reflection on the historical depth of specific cultures “native” to Europe, while
the appreciation of culture’s depth — or rather, its “shallowness” — arose from reflection
on the global breadth of human cultures. “Cultural evolutionists” such as E. B. Tylor
understood human diversity to represent different stages of development, undermin-
ing thereby the Romantics’ insistence on cultural homogeneity; furthermore, they
assumed “implicit forms of contexualism and functionalism” which “suggest a non-
evaluative relativism” (Tanner 1997:19). Anthropologists brought all of these ele-
ments into a practically (if provisionally) applicable concept, affirming that “the human
intellect is conditioned from the very start, not by some ahistorical Kantian set of
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categories or structural principles, but by the concepts, values, and worldview of the
particular culture in which human beings begin to think” (1997:24). This account
culminates in the work of Clifford Geertz, which depicts culture as the self-spun “webs
of significance” that humans inhabit (Geertz 1973:5). (However, Geertz's work in some
ways strains against this vision as well.)

Our concept of culture possesses the inheritance of these very diverse sources. But
recent cultural theory has added more complexity to this mix by charting how the
concept of culture “deconstructs” itself — how it conceals some very powerful dynamic
tensions. For our purposes the most important of these tensions are those between the
concept’s implication of universality and locality, value and relativism, and determin-
ism and contingency. This semantic over-determination of the concept of culture
provides it with an enormous, indeed perilous, flexibility. Its complexity compels
any application of the concept to emphasize some of its aspects and implicitly de-
emphasize others. Even so, these dynamics interrelate to give “culture” the semantic
and epistemological vitality, and volatility, that it, for good and ill, possesses.

Elements of the concept of culture

Universality and locality The tension between “culture” as the universal value-creator
for human beings, and also varying over time and space in significant ways, makes the
concept crucial for discussions of relativism. This manifests itself in an oscillation
between the “universality” and the “locality” of cultures. Culture is “a human univer-
sal,” but in a complex way. First of all, it is “universal” across all human beings, but it
is so only by being manifest in manifold diverse forms. Secondly, it is not just universal
in the sense of something all humans share, but also by being pervasive; culture satu-
rates all aspects of our lives, and there is no part of us quarantined from its influence.
The phrase “cultural contingencies” reveals the third way in which culture’s univer-
sality is complex: while formally culture is necessary for human development, the
actual forms “culture” takes are due to innumerable minute and apparently wholly
contingent and accidental decisions made by many people.

Until quite recently, twentieth-century anthropology emphasized the relativity of
cultures rather than the universality of culture; anthropologists have focused more on
the material differences among cultures than on the formal commonality among all of
them as “cultures.”” This has had a salutary effect on the ethnocentrism that seems so
powerful a temptation for the human mind (“Western” and otherwise). But this project
of noting “local knowledge” is not wholly innocent of an intellectual prehistory that
orients it in important ways. It should be understood against the backdrop of a larger
framework of disaffection present in modern Western intellectual discourse, dis-
affection regarding precisely that “modern Western intellectual discourse.” More
specifically, the anthropological ethnography that has dominated twentieth-century
anthropology has been largely in the service of reinforcing those anxieties, deriving
from the Romantics, about the (corrosive) effects of modernization and the loss of
tradition on “organic” cultures, and anxieties about the effects of global capitalism on
human flourishing.
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This intellectual agenda has caused anthropology, consciously or not, to valorize
those cultural structures present at — or better, present the instant before — the moment
in which contact was made with them by Westerners (hopefully Western anthropolo-
gists, who would, if well trained, at least attempt not to contaminate the natives). This
not only leads to anthropologists possessing a curiously romantic, not to say nostalgic,
attitude to local cultures, as well as setting themselves the impossible task of trying to
observe what by definition they cannot observe without altering it by being present to
observe it (in a way interestingly similar to quantum physics’ “Uncertainty Principle”);
it also presumes a curiously quasi-aesthetic approach to cultures, in which it is possible
to ask about the “authenticity” and/or “inauthenticity” of certain cultural develop-
ments. This “authenticity” paradigm is reinforced by tendencies (especially in cultural
linguistics) to classify (and implicitly valorize) the diverse human cultures in ways sig-
nificantly similar to the phylogeny of natural kinds such as apes, ants, and lichens.
Ironically, attention to the relativity and locality of distinct cultures often supports the
very instrumentalization of those “local cultures” — their utilization as pawns in games
played by Western intellectuals regarding the reality of relativism and the meaning of
modernity, games in which non-Western “others” are used, like clubs, to batter the
heads of one’s intellectual opponents.?

The anthropological consensus on both “culture” and “modernity,” which underlies
this “authenticity” paradigm , has come under severe criticism in the last several
decades. Specifically, criticisms have been leveled against what now appear to be the
consensus’s untenably rigorous demands for cultural homogeneity, even purity: Why,
critics ask, cannot cultures change dramatically and still remain themselves? Why must
they remain static, “prehistorical,” to be genuine (see Fabian 1983)? Indeed, “the
demand for cultural consistency,” on which much earlier modernist cultural thought
was predicated, with its interest in the “authentic” and genuine as the true represen-
tatives of culture, “seems almost an esthetic demand” (Tanner 1997:44). When we
turn the concept of culture reflexively upon ourselves and our history, the whole par-
adigm of cultural authenticity seems more tied up with contingent capitalist demands
for precious and scarce goods (“marvelous possessions”) than it is with any actual the-
oretical necessity. Indeed, the notion of authenticity seems spurious as soon as one
reflects on the West's own history of perpetual self-(re-)fashioning; as Marshall Sahlins
suggests, “the West owes its own sense of cultural superiority to an invention of the
past so flagrant it should make European natives blush to call other peoples culturally
counterfeit” (Sahlins 1993:7).

This critique has attacked not only the presumed understanding of “culture,” but
also the connected understanding of “modernity,” specifically the presumption that
modernity is (unlike all other humanly fabricated realities) an essentially seamless,
monolithic reality, to which all cultures must conform, and so lose their distinct local-
ness in favor of a more Western localness (or for some earlier visions, the total un-
localness) of modernity. In fact, recent thinkers reflecting on the effects of globalization
on “modernization” have argued that no monolithic modernization account is
adequate for our understanding of any culture, including Western ones (cf. Appadurai
1996). As Bernard Yack has argued, the very idea of “modernity” seems fetishistic, a
crystalization of otherwise amorphous and free-floating discontents; the question of
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authenticity arises in reaction to it via the “residual” categories of “local” or “organic”
cultures which are opposed to this “modern” specter in our thought (Yack 1997:50).

These criticisms of “culture” and “modernity” have compelled dramatic changes in
what cultural inquiry is understood to be. Again, as Sahlins puts it, “the days are over
for an ethnography that was the archaeology of the living, searching under the dis-
turbed topsoil of modernity for the traces of a pristine and ‘primitive’ existence”
(Sahlins 1993:25). Furthermore, they have reopened the Pandora’s box of conceptual
tensions latent in the concept of culture (or rather, they have allowed us openly to
acknowledge that the tensions have been there throughout this century’s struggles
with the concept of culture). Specifically they have highlighted two other tensions
that cultural theorists are increasingly stressing (as opposed to the “universal/local”
tension) — namely, the tension between contingency and determination, and that
between conflict and consensus. We must next unpack these tensions.

Contingency and determination Once we accept that cultures can change before our
eyes, and still remain identifiably themselves, we can understand the complex co-
presence in cultures of contingency and determination. Cultures’ “contingency” means
that they did not have to develop this way, that a present cultural configuration results
from millions of minuscule decisions by agents who only rarely knew what they were
doing. This contingency can be both exhilarating and dizzying, or vertigo-inducing; as
Stanley Cavell has written, it forbids us any extra-accidental skeleton of reasons which
fix it firmly to the earth:

That on the whole we do [share a cultural consensus] is a matter of our sharing routes of
interest and feeling, modes of response, sense of humor and of significance and of fulfill-
ment, of what is outrageous, of what is similar to what else, what a rebuke, what forgive-
ness, of when an utterance is an assertion, when an appeal, when an explanation — all the
whirl of organism Wittgenstein calls “forms of life.” Human speech and activity, sanity
and community, rest upon nothing more, but nothing less, than this. It is a vision as simple
as it is difficult, and as difficult as it is (and because it is) terrifying. (Cavell 1969:52)

If it is simply “accidents all the way down,” one may feel simultaneously the excitement
of having things be “up to us,” and yet the terror of knowing that we are not “up to
us.” It is the contingency of cultures, and the perennially lurking relativism of this
claim, that has occupied the attention of most recent thought on culture. Such schol-
ars attend to this contingency as a crucial (though admittedly in some ways profoundly
unsatisfactory) explanatory principle, making it their task to understand “how things
got this way” by charting the manifold accidents that led to the status quo (insofar as
it is very status at all). This has led to an altogether commendable attention to change
and the “historicity” of cultures, a renewed emphasis on the fact that they are always
in via, never complete and thus always (in some significant sense) up for grabs.
Alongside this emphasis on the contingency of cultures, however, is a recognition of
the degree to which we are determined by our cultural conditions. This can lead to a
feeling of anomie, a despairing paralysis and relativism, and a sense that one is trapped
in the culture without escape (and can lead to quasi-gnostic attempts to escape this
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condition by knowledge, such as that proposed by Richard Rorty). (Indeed, as Mark
Edmundson has recently suggested, much recent cultural theory, while emphasizing
the contingency of cultural formations, has at a much deeper level succumbed to a
despair about the possibilities of genuine transformation, and accepts a curiously
dualistic, “gothic” conception of power which forbids any hope [Edmundson 1997]. On
this view, cultural contingency is merely the surface manifestation of a deeper deter-
minism in human existence.)

Conflict and consensus Culture’s simultaneous contingency and yet determination
reflect the recent appreciation of cultures’ dynamic character, the fact that both con-
flict and consensus are equally essential to a culture’s survival. While earlier theories
pictured culture as a homogeneous and stable framework — which functions to absorb
change without disturbing the fundamental structures of society — more recent theo-
rists have argued that conflict is central to cultural existence as a means of sustaining
the necessary full complexity of cultural systems.* As Stephen Greenwalt argues,
culture is now understood to be fluid, a “structure of improvisation” that is not found
in any static constellation of values but rather in the constant flux of a “general sym-
bolic economy” which is marked by the “exchange of material goods, ideas, and —
through institutions like enslavement, adoption, or marriage — people” (Greenwalt
1990:229-30). Culture is not an altogether settled and unquestioned deposit, that
which “goes without saying” in a society; rather, it is equally in what gets said, and in
the form in which those debates happen. Culture is as much the debates that tie the
centripedal forces of culture together as it is the different forces themselves.’

Still, even as “cultural identity becomes . .. a hybrid, relational affair, something
that lives between as much as within cultures,” there is the possibility for talking of
culture as an organized whole — “Whether or not culture is a common focus of agree-
ment, culture binds people together as a common focus for engagement” (Tanner
1997:57-8). The very fact of conflict becomes a sign of, and a further reinforcement
of, an underlying consensus about what is worth arguing over, and how such an argu-
ment can proceed. This does not mean, of course, that all arguments are irresolvable,
static oppositions with pre-set constraints, intellectual variants of trench warfare; but
arguments must happen on a common ground, however vaguely defined such a
common ground is. Nor must this consensus be total or absolute; there is no fixity in
stability, but some things must be stable for others to be debatable. Understood thusly,
“culture” is not so much a collection of things or a systemic structure as a process — a
disputatious, ongoing, and always complex (and even contradictory) process of self-
and societal definition and control. The importance of debate and conflict in culture
entails that power is an inescapable factor in culture, and that “culture” and “politics”
are not unrelated terms. (We will return, briefly, to theorists” anxieties about “power”
later.)®

The recognition of the integral role conflict plays within consensus (and vice versa)
—what we may call the “culturedness” of conflict — expands the scope of what may, and
indeed must, be plausibly studied as “cultural” in interesting ways. Since conflict is part
of the cultural consensus, and indeed embodies that consensus, it is possible to see those
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resistances to some cultural structure or system as themselves plausibly cultural as
well, and indeed this makes understanding the whole scope of a culture, including all
of its opponents, a prerequisite for understanding any part of it. This recognition war-
rants inquiry into “low” culture as much as “high” culture, not to mention “material,”
“mass,” “pop” and “popular” culture, and projects focused on these sorts of culture are
increasingly taken with theoretical seriousness (see McDannell 1995).

In sum, “culture” is an exceedingly intricate concept, helpful for studying a bewil-
dering diversity of human phenomena. By managing to encompass all these diverse
elements, “culture” serves as the human science’s Swiss Army knife. But recent cul-
tural theory has recognized the ambiguities latent in “culture’s” very conceptual flexi-
bility. These theorists insist that cultures are not “closed systems,” and argue that the
idea of “a culture” is only heuristically useful, for actual cultures are complexly inter-
related, intermeshed, incomplete, conflictual and fluid things (Tanner 1997:53-6). The
basic problem is not that cultures are messy or unruly; rather the problem lies in the
concept of culture itself, for its very flexibility ensures its pervasiveness in human exis-
tence. In its extreme moments, culture seems to claim that nothing is untouched by
“culture,” and so nothing is not “cultural,” not the product of human relations. Culture
is hence especially vexing for theologians, who want to insist on the openness of human
experience to what lies beyond human fabrication (see Milbank 1997:2).

The Theology of Culture

Theologians have employed the concept of culture from its beginnings; indeed its devel-
opment was partially shaped by theological interests. Typically they understand
“culture” tomean “world,” or possibly the meaning-structures of the world, and assume
that it unproblematically illuminates the sphere of human existence, and they attempt
to relate theological concerns — which prima facie are not simply human — to our exis-
tence in culture. But the concept’s full complexity and ambiguity has, until recently,
been only partially apprehended by theologians, and so has caused innumerable prob-
lems. There are more things in “culture” than are dreamt of in most theologies.

From Schleiermacher to Barth

The history of the engagement between theological inquiry and the concept of
“culture” should begin with Schleiermacher’s attempt, at the end of the eighteenth
century, to engage those he called the “cultured despisers of religion” in an argument
about the cultural necessity of religion. His understanding of culture was crucially
Romantic: cultures are homogeneous and hegemonic — or at least can be heuristically
so understood. Fully “cultured” individuals participate in the paradigmatically religious
experience of unity with the cosmos which — though it is the essential experience from
which all “positive” religions take their start — is manifest in radically particular explicit
forms, as determined by individuals’ cultural and historical setting. While Schleierma-
cher employed different strategies for his apologetic (in his Speeches on Religion, 1799)
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and dogmatic (in his Glaubenslehre, 1821-2) theological projects, his account of
theology’s relation to its cultural setting remained fundamentally stable. In general,
the theologian details a perspicuous presentation of a culture’s expressions of its reli-
gious faith, in order to show their interrelations, thereby deepening the community’s
expressed piety.”

Today Schleiermacher is criticized most often for not being cultural enough, partic-
ularly in his overly de-historicized transcendental account of religious experience (see
Proudfoot 1985); ironically, however, such criticisms speak to how much his approach
to theology convinced theologians to begin from local experiences of faith. But in fact
his thought is if anything too cultural, too fixed on the determining power of cultures
over individuals, to permit much genuine theological creativity to function. Theology
does not offer culture an external critique, but rather an internal organization (which
may entail some accidental critique); it cannot speak prophetically to some cultural
configuration, or highlight its radical contingency.®

As the nineteenth century wore on and Romantic disaffection with industrializing
societies became accommodated in the structures of feeling and intellect (simultane-
ously institutionalized in certain structures of resistance to it, such as universities, and
also nostalgized as charming stodgy technophobia), the critical leverage of Schleier-
macher’s apologetics was lost, and his dogmatic analysis of religion within determinate
cultural forms increasingly anchored all theology. This was reinforced by the increas-
ing sophistication of historiography: the German “history of religions” school increas-
ingly confirmed the deep connections between an era’s intellectual achievements and
its cultural and historical conditions, and its lessons were appropriated in constructive
theological work, so that later nineteenth-century theology, culminating in Ernst
Troeltsch, emphasized culture’s determination of theology (see Troeltsch [1923],
1979). (Troeltsch’s work so emphasized this determination that it attracted the epithet
Kulturprotestantismus, “culture Protestantism.”) The disastrous end of this mode came
in the German intellectuals’ infamous declaration (in August 1914) of their support
for the German Reich in World War I, along with its ugly echo in the “German
Christians” of the Nazi era.’

It was Troeltsch’s sense of culture’s determinative power over theology that the so-
called “Dialectical” theologians rejected by claiming that theology possesses a source
transcending all cultural structures, either via the transcendental/existential condi-
tions of human subjectivity (as in Bultmann) or, more famously, via the absolutely
other and transcendent Word of God (as in Barth). Such theologians acknowledged the
cultural determination of “religion” as a human construct (thus Barth's famous delight
in Feuerbach, and his treatment of him as the greatest “liberal” theologian); but they
thought theology was not about a culture’s religion, but rather about the Word of God,
which negated the cultural codes of the day, and created the grounds for its own recep-
tion. For the “Dialectical” theologians, at least in their extreme formulations, holding
a theological discussion of culture is not something theologians can do; it is only some-
thing they can report, as having already been done, and announced, by the Living God.
Theology always works against the cultural status quo of the time.

While the “Dialectical” theologians’ approach to the question of theology and
culture was a profound and well-warranted corrective to the earlier and more sanguine
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Kulturprotestantismus, it was limited largely to negations of the cultural and theologi-
cal givens of the time. Once this negation had had its desired effect, there was little that
the “Dialectical” theologians, qua theologians, could say. Not only could they not offer
more positive guidance — that was, after all, to be found in the Word of God — but also,
because they eschewed altogether the positive voice, they could not even detail how the
Word of God works in order to help us inhabit our cultural situation. The “radically
other” God was so other that it seemed hard to see God'’s positive relevance to our lives.
If Barth was right in saying, against Schleiermacher, that one cannot say “God” just
by shouting “man,” it could equally be said against the early Barth that one cannot say
“God” just by shouting “no.”*°

From Tillich to today

Paul Tillich realized this limitation of “Dialectical” theology, and from his disaffection
he developed a position that attempted to incorporate these theologians’ critiques of the
cultural situation alongside (or within) an affirmation of cultural energies as attempt-
ing to express the “depth dimension” present in all human experience. The point of
Tillich’s project, the first to be generally known as “theology of culture,” was funda-
mentally diagnostic: it sought to help culture understand and respond to its real long-
ings. Building upon a cultural ontology which proposed that religion is the “substance”
of culture, culture the “form” of religion, Tillich developed a quite complex picture
of humans as culturally determined, yet equally culturally creative — though that
creativity emerges from their encounters with the “depth dimension” of their lives.
Furthermore, his “method of correlation” sought to identify and articulate the latent
hopes, anxieties and understandings of a “culture” which may be most usefully
engaged by theological inquiry, in order to reveal the religious condition of that culture.
The Tillichian theologian of culture has both diagnostic and prescriptive tasks: she
must first uncover the complex theonomous energies of the culture, and then explain
how the culture might better (more directly, more authentically) draw upon those ener-
gies. Thus the project, while it had a means of recognizing the idolatrous and even
demonic in cultural formations (remember that the young Tillich was a “religious
socialist,” just as Barth was interested in socialism before World War I), was most fun-
damentally therapeutic, interested in recognizing affiliations between Christian faith and
the “secular culture” of modernity, even as those affiliations were distortions and/or
outright perversions of the Gospel message.

Tillich’s work has been quite influential in both Protestant and Catholic circles.'!
When coupled with a Geertzian understanding of culture as a meaning-system, it offers
a powerful tool for a theological reading of culture. His insistence that there is always
a theonomous depth dimension to any culture, even if the culture seeks to suppress it,
provides a powerful rhetorical device for cultural critique. But Tillich’s thought is vexed
by several problems of its own, which we can call the problems of elitism, intellectual-
ism, and collaborationism. The elitism and intellectualism are interconnected; he con-
ceives of culture largely along the lines of “high culture,” ignoring what scholars today
call popular culture, and this exclusive focus on high-cultural artifacts makes him see
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culture as quintessentially expressed in sophisticated intellectual activity, and largely
ignore its relationship to material economic conditions. Still, these criticisms are con-
tingent to Tillich's explicit formulations, not inherent in the deep structure of the
program itself (see Cobb 1995). More essential are the attitudes that lead critics to
accuse the program of collaborationism. Many criticize its tendency to make Christian
language serve cultural self-interpretation; they argue that Tillich reinterprets the basic
symbols of Christian faith so that they lose their doctrinal detail and dilute the lan-
guage's specificity. (Thus Tillich never developed a doctrine of God, particularly in
regard to Trinity and Pneumatology.) “Tillichians” might reply that this descent into
vagueness is not a one-way street, but is rather the first consequence of the initial
“defrosting,” so to speak, of the deep existential meaning of theological concepts, a
meaning locked inside the doctrinal formulae by centuries of dogmatic deep freezing;
once the symbols’ energies are liberated, they will become dynamic once again.

But this response does not meet the second form of the collaborationist critique,
which argues that the deepest problem with Tillich’s account is not so much with its
theology as with its understanding of culture, and the profundity of the critique that
a Tillichian program can launch against its cultural setting. Like the theology of
Schleiermacher, Tillich's “theology of culture” understands itself as inescapably lodged
within its cultural setting, and so must be ultimately interested in cultural therapy; he
does not want to critique culture, but to make it more authentically itself. Thus this
position still relies on the idea of an integrated complete culture, and on the idea of cri-
tique as internal critique. But recent cultural theory suggests that, if there are no
autonomous cultures, then more is available than this — in particular, there is no need
to conceive of culture as a monolithic, entirely determining power; the fractiousness
and complexity of culture make available to us significant resources for critique not
available when we think of culture as a homogeneous, hegemonic, autonomous whole.

H. Richard Niebuhr offers an alternative form of theological-cultural analysis, most
explicitly in his (in)famous typology (in Christ and Culture) of “Christ against Culture,”
“Christ of Culture,” “Christ above Culture,” “Christ and Culture in paradox,” and
“Christ transforming Culture.” Niebuhr’s proposal is often misunderstood as essentially
descriptive, though it most basically serves a normative project. Christ and Culture
revises Troeltsch’s program in a Barthian direction, both by emphasizing its essentially
normative purpose (thereby resisting Troetsch’s scientism), and by transcending
Troeltsch’s vague normative proposal, especially his dissatisfyingly amorphous account
of the “religious a priori.” The ruckus surrounding this typology has obscured its
purpose, for while Niebuhr seeks to acknowledge the value of other standpoints, his
position, confessionally within the last “Christ the transformer of culture” type,
unapologetically (though charitably) interprets the other types from this perspective.
Thus, Niebuhr’s own proposal is better appreciated through his concepts of “radical
monotheism” and “responsibility,” which ground his understanding of the connection
between theology and culture; “Radical monotheists” accept the relativity of all cul-
tural situations by understanding their lives as responses to the absolutely sovereign
God. Niebuhr's ethico-cultural proposal is famously underdeveloped, and intentionally
so; in this amorphousness he followed Barth in resisting our pre-judgments of the Word
of God in particular settings, thereby vexing our expectation of (and hope for) some
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algorithm whereby we can merely input our situation and receive in return (as output)
the right thing to do. If, as Niebuhr believes (with Barth), God calls us to freedom, the
theologian must refuse our longing to remain enslaved.

Niebuhr thinks we need neither a radically external critique, such as Barth proposes,
nor a sheerly internal one, such as Tillich supposes; there is ground for a middle way,
as his account of “relativity” attempts to suggest. But his thought was hindered from
further specificity, not only intentionally, but also by his understanding of culture; what
restrained him from further specificity was his inability to understand culture as other
than a monolithic, unitary, enframing power. H. Richard Niebuhr intuited that this was
a problem, but he could not conceive of how to resolve it.

This vagueness has been the target of severe criticisms by recent thinkers. Foremost
here is John Howard Yoder, who critiques the theological attitude toward culture articu-
lated by Tillich, and suggested by Niebuhr.!? For him that attitude gains tactical advan-
tages for Christian faith, but at the cost of strategic catastrophe: namely, the co-optation
of theological language into the cultural status quo. Yoder therefore rejects the sym-
pathetic interpretive orientations of Tillich and Niebuhr toward the “larger” secular
culture, arguing instead for the priority of the Church, which only indirectly speaks to
the culture. Like Barth, he insists that the theologian’s engagement with culture should
not come at the cost of domesticating the theological message. This position is clearly
not “correlationist,” in Tillich’s sense (though its appeals to the Gospel's strangeness
resonate with the strangeness humans feel at the factitious world as a whole), nor is
it Niebuhr's “Christ transforming Culture” stance (or if it is, the meaning of “trans-
formation” is significantly different). Indeed, for Yoder, both Niebuhr and Tillich err
by being too intertwined with culture, and hence betray the distinctiveness of the
Christian Gospel. In part this is due to their understanding of “culture”; Yoder thinks
Niebuhr pictures culture as an autonomous monolith, legitimating a laxism and a “low
estimate of the power of evil” (Stassen, Yeager, and Yoder 1996:89) therein; even
worse, Niebuhr’s theological vision was too vague to offer any critical leverage, because
“[t]he name ‘God’ has become a cipher for Niebuhr’s rejecting any concrete value claims
superior to our selves” (1996:284 n. 140). As an alternative to these views, Yoder
offers a theology that is ecclesially and biblically anchored in the very particular,
concrete, incarnated vision of Jesus and the Church that is expressed in the
biblical narratives.

The disaffections expressed by Yoder are given a more positive formulation by George
Lindbeck in his The Nature of Doctrine. For Lindbeck, religions are kinds of cultures, and
they provide a “medium that shapes the entirety of life and thought. . . . Like a culture
or language, it is a communal phenomenon that shapes the subjectivities of individu-
als rather than being primarily a manifestation of those subjectivities” (Lindbeck
1984:33). Lindbeck makes a special effort to avoid the original interiority (and neces-
sary individualism) of earlier accounts, arguing instead that “[a] religion is above all
an external word . .. that molds and shapes the self and its world, rather than an
expression or thematization of a preexisting self” (1984:34). Theology, in this vision,
provides a conceptual articulation of this language, its “grammar.” (This is not a simply
descriptive enterprise, but can actually be creative, as the scope of “intratextuality” con-
tinually changes to include new concerns and surrender merely antiquarian interests;
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1984:115.) Theology, then, is a sort of autobiographical ethnography, a vision of how
a particular “culture” — namely, the Christian one — understands itself and its world.

All these accounts offer valuable lessons and potential pitfalls. Tillichian and
Niebuhrian approaches permit (indeed, require) a theological openness to what appear
to be non-Christian cultural phenomena; but they are vulnerable to accusations that
they lack any determinate content of genuine “Christianness,” because they do not
offer much in the way of general guidelines about how to protect the Christian message
from perversion by collaboration with non-Christian interests. Yoder is acutely aware
of this, but his zeal to avoid it drives him toward the opposite peril: by organizing
his account around concerns about purity, he causes the term “Christian” to take on
a fundamentally oppositional role to some other vision. It gets defined not by being
one thing, but rather by not being another. The danger here is not that Christians
might derive cultural identity from theological premises; the danger is that the identity
Christians accept would be determined by the context in which they operate. Christians,
that is, would be seeing their faith through others’ eyes, and not their own.

The basic problem with all of these attempts to relate theology and culture lies in the
concept of culture that they all employ, a concept that assumes a fundamental integrity
to culture. Yoder identifies this in Niebuhr (and a similar flaw is visible in Tillich); but
the problem equally troubles Yoder’s position, for he assumes, not that the secular
culture is homogeneous (it is legion), but that the idea of the Christian culture is plau-
sible. But, as we saw in this chapter’s first section, the concept of culture, properly
employed, dismisses the criterion of “authenticity” in cultural development, and there-
fore resists the idea of wholly distinct ontological realities called “cultures” — the very
idea all of these theologians rely on, whether in interpreting the context to which the
Christian message speaks (as in Niebuhr and Tillich), or in interpreting the community
within which that message gains its determinate sense (as in Yoder and Lindbeck). The
next section suggests that two recent proposals help us transcend these difficulties.

The current situation

As the first section argued, the concept of “culture” is an artifact — inescapable, perva-
sive, and, like all human artifacts, ambiguous; it obscures certain insights at the same
time that it highlights others. In particular, the entire intellectual bestiary within which
“culture” has its place stands in a curious relationship to theological discourse, because
it exists partially as a quasi-theological term, disputing earlier, more theologically
accommodating vocabularies. Pre-modern theologies offer no correlate for “culture”;
they did not use an equivalent concept to understand their world. Indeed the concept
replaces earlier terms with both negative and positive theological valuations — negative
ones, because “culture” suggests the “human” world, which is often for theologians
conceived of as a profane anti-Christian Babylon; positive ones, because it identifies
genuine “cultured” values (of maturity, sophistication, and authenticity, among others)
as well as an inescapable framework of all human existence. To affirm “culture” risks
affirming the authentic value of a construction that seems purely (and therefore per-
versely) human; but to condemn “culture” risks not only demonizing some human



60  CHARLES T. MATHEWES

groups, but also implicitly sanctifying ourselves.'® So the term’s conceptual complexity
troubles any straightforward use.

Furthermore, the concept of culture tends to dominate other concepts, and to act as
the master concept in whose terms all others must be understood. When we recall that
“culture” partly replaces earlier theological frameworks, the concept’s tendencies
toward omnipresence and omnipotence — and cultural theorists’ pretentions to omni-
science — may not seem so strange. The problem is that “culture” often operates with
an under-scrutinized concept of power: all is cultural, and so all seems to be more of
the same. As Emerson said, “use what language we will, we can never say anything but
what we are.”* Thus the concept of culture can be simultaneously enabling and para-
lyzing: while it “de-naturalizes” human realities — revealing their bare contingency —
it can tend equally to deflate our will to alter cultural configurations, by insisting that
our response to those realities is just as “contaminated” by culture — and, presumably,
by injustice — as those initial realities.

This worry drives recent “postmodern” cultural theory, particularly in its funda-
mentally iconoclastic (what it calls “ironic”) disposition, and its ideal of total “critique”
(see Yack 1986). But “critique” here merely replaces “culture” with itself as the master
concept. Hence academic cultural analysis remains tragically partial, trapped in bare
reiterations of sterile critiques, without allowing any more positive proposal about how
we ought to respond to our implication in the cultural structures of our day. While some
think the problem lies in the refusal of academics to affirm any real good, in fact the
problem is those critics’ blanket affirmation of one unquestioned good — namely, the
good of critique. The critique of culture is finally inert, because it attaches no purpose
to critique outside of critique itself. Hence, the exchange of the concept of “culture”
with the wholly negative concept of “critique” is no real advance.

Is there a way to use the concept without allowing it hegemony? This question can
be asked in a more theologically illuminating way: Can we use the concept of culture
without treating it as a stand-in for a necessary, hence divinized (or, as for many cul-
tural theorists, demonic) status quo? This essay does not mean to give comfort to those
promoting further cultural “secularization.” Quite the contrary; as theologians have
long known, iconoclasm can be idolatrous (see Schweiker 1990). Here theologians offer
more than diagnosis, and can use the concept of culture in a way unavailable to those
ignorant of the history of Christian thought — by admitting our drive to integrity and
unity, while simultaneously refusing to affix that drive to the concept of “culture.”
While recent cultural theory offers little help in this task, certain theological resources
can, by emphasizing the relativity of all things “beneath” (or “within”) the sovereignty
of God. Of course, modern theologians blundered into problems by ignoring the
“cultured-ness” of “culture” — by taking its conceptualizations as common knowledge
— and hence accepting its imposition of a false choice of “otherworldliness” or “col-
laborationism” in relating the Christian message to cultural realities. But recent con-
ceptualizations of theology and culture, most especially those of John Milbank and
Kathryn Tanner, offer a way beyond this stalemate; they both use “culture” but do not
submit to it, accepting its recognition of human creativity while still insisting that that
creativity signifies the human’s freedom and openness to something surpassing pre-
existent human realities — that is, God.
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In several books John Milbank has elaborated a provocative and promising response
to the received view of culture. In Theology and Social Theory, he critiqued modern social
theory as built upon an either “heretical” or “pagan” theological project of “naturaliz-
ing the supernatural,” and proposed replacing those theories with an Augustinian and
Blondelian project seeking to “supernaturalize the natural” (Milbank 1990:209). More
recently, in The Word Made Strange, he argued that culture, especially the linguistic for-
mations that mediate it, is always already theological, waiting to be transfigured and
thereby “made strange” yet again. This does not entail giving the cultural status quo a
theological imprimatur; on the contrary, in a way surprisingly like Schleiermacher
(though admittedly with important material differences), he shows how the “cultured
despisers” are precisely un-cultured insofar as they are despisers of the Christian logos.
He proposes a “gothic” account of culture, in which “every act of association, every act
of economic exchange, involves a mutual judgment about what is right, true and beau-
tiful, about the order we are to have in common,” and that order is “a kind of ‘sublimed’
micro/macrocosmic relation” (Milbank 1997:279, 280) between individuals, society,
and God.

If Milbank builds his account out of Christology (via the doctrine of the logos),
Kathryn Tanner develops a similar account out of Pneumatology (Tanner 1997). For
her, recent cultural theory’s emphasis on the cross-fertilization of various cultural
forms and forces helps us see that all participants in any culture participate in the cul-
tural activity of creating and sustaining cultural meaning, and that no form of culture
is wholly autonomous or completely quarantined from any other, but instead that all
forms (i.e. both “high” and “low” culture) are mutually interrelated. Drawing a paral-
lel between cultural production and theological reflection, Tanner argues that theology
should understand itself as an essentially formal activity, which “twists” cultural sign-
systems in order to make the Christian gospel apprehensively apprehensible by the
culture. This emphasis on the formality of theology, seemingly so Troeltschian, actu-
ally builds on a material (and very Barthian) claim about the sovereign freedom of God
(and in particular the Holy Spirit) over the human status quo. For Tanner, cultural
theory's realization of the contingency of human configurations is merely a way of
emphasizing the relativism of human structures before the absolute freedom of God."

Conclusion

The concept of culture, as the recent theoretical attention to it demonstrates, provides
an ambiguously useful tool for understanding human existence. While the concept can
illuminate and critique theological practices and their social settings, it can equally vex
theology’s insistence on the openness of human experience to “the other” and “the
new”. What the most promising recent proposals offer us, however, is a way of seeing
in culture itself — in its manifestations and its dynamics — that very otherness and
newness that we thought we had to seek somewhere “outside” it.

A number of interesting and important questions (for example, about consumerism,
“mass,” “pop,” and “popular” culture) have been ignored here, only for reasons of
space. Nonetheless, we can say that theology’s engagement with culture — with both
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“theology” and “culture” understood in their “catholic” universally inclusive sense — is
not a superadditum to some core theological project. As theology is most fundamentally
about mediating otherness, some form of theological engagement with culture is
already internal to theology. Theology begins from the realization that otherness — and
particularly the otherness of God —is at the heart of human selfhood. Anxieties about
the mutual contamination of culture and theology reveal here nothing less than our
sinfulness, our lack of being the fully worldly beings we are supposed to be. Hence,
alongside Milbank’s Christological theology of culture and Tanner’s Pneumatological
one, one might construct a Patrological theology of culture: If God the Father is
the Creator and Sustainer of the universe, we must insist that theological discourse —
discourse about God — is the most profoundly cultural discourse one can find. In the
end, the worry will have never been that theology could be “too cultural,” but that it
might be, because of wholly human failings, not cultural enough.

Notes

1 Asthe footnotes only partially show, much of this narrative is drawn from Williams (1983)
and Tanner (1997). I want to finesse the question of agency in this historical sketch. The
development of the concept of culture was due to individual human agents; but much of
that development was accidental and can only be identified in retrospect. This raises broader
questions about the nature of historiography that I will not address here. See Bernstein
(1994).

2 See Sperber (1985), esp. Essay 1, “Interpretive Ethnography and Theoretical
Anthropology”.

3 The best recent work on this is Moody-Adams (1997).

4 Though the Frankfurt School of social thought foreshadows cultural theory.

5 And as with these debates, much of the most creative cultural work occurs where the
debates are liveliest, on the margins and in the liminal spaces. See Homi Bhabha (1994).

6 On the curiously underdeveloped concept of “power” typically employed here, see Hjort
(1993).

7 Cf. Schleiermacher (1928), Propositions 15-19.

8 Thisis connected to Schleiermacher’s distinction between religion and ethics, and his refusal
of what we would call a Christian social ethic.

9 Recently, however, they have arisen again in an interestingly different context, through con-
cerns about what is often called “civil religion,” particularly in the United States. See Bellah
et al. (1985); for a recent non-American discussion, see Shanks (1995).

10 Barth himself realized this, and in later work suggested that God’s alienness to culture is an
alienness identical to our own alienness to ourselves, a view he pursued most courageously
in his famous late essay “The Humanity of God.” See his The Humanity of God (1978).
McCormack (1995) tries to acquit the early Barth but in fact rather ends up indicting his
later work as well. Recent deconstructionist thought can be seen as following the early
Barth; see Webb (1993).

11 For Protestant thought, see Scharlemann (1990). For Catholic thought, see Tracy (1981).
One can locate some of the more theological work of George Steiner in this tradition as well;
cf. his Real Presences (1989).

12 Stanley Hauerwas is another important thinker here; but Yoder best exemplifies this view.
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13 Today, this sort of ethnically-cleansed “identity politics” is just another style of cultural
engagement; perhaps, indeed, the most common style. See Hughes (1993).

14 From “Experience,” in Selections from Ralph Waldo Emerson (1957), p. 271.

15 One wonders, however, whether Tanner’s work underspecifies the concept of “conflict”; is
conflict empty, about nothing but itself, or is it about the overflowingness of God? Tanner’s
work might be usefully augmented by some of what Milbank has said regarding the differ-
ing Kantian and Thomistic views of the relation between human experience and what lies
“beyond” it; indeed, a critique of the cultural theorists’ overtly Nietzschean view of conflict
might help here.
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CHAPTER 5

Social Theory

Don Browning

Why should Christian theology be interested in social theory? To answer this question,
some definitions need to be advanced.

Theology is often defined as systematic reflection on the truth and relevance of the
Christian faith. The Christian faith not only claims to speak a truth decisive for one’s
ultimate salvation, it also holds that it contains definitive insights into the nature of
ethical living and the good society. For this reason, Christian theology is concerned not
only about doctrine or true belief but also about the practical ordering of individual
and group life. Edward Farley believes that theology is fundamentally a habitus in which
the search for knowledge of God and an existential way of life are one and the same
(Farley 1983).

Such claims suggest that the Christian faith contains assumptions about the nature
and possibilities of individual and social action. Early Christianity, generally thought to
be the normative source of Christian theology, did not systematically elaborate these
assumptions, but succeeding generations of theologians often tried to do this. The
notable illustrations would be the theories of action and society found in the Platonism
of Augustine and the Aristotelianism of Thomas Aquinas. The differentiation of
institutions in modern societies from control by religion has made it impossible for
Christian theology to regulate directly secular social life.! Nonetheless, theology still has
the obligation of relating its view of life to the processes and events of contemporary
society, even if this must now be done persuasively and dialogically and not by the force
of tradition alone. To do this, theology itself must make use of implicit or explicit
theories about the nature of individual action and social processes in modern societies.

On the other hand, modern societies have generated a variety of theories in the aca-
demic disciplines of sociology, political science, economics, and psychology that have
claimed to be more or less comprehensive accounts of how modern societies function.
Marx, Freud, Weber, Durkheim, Talcott Parsons, Jiirgen Habermas, Niklas Luhmann,
Anthony Giddens, and economic theorists such as Gary Becker and Richard Posner
have developed such relatively complete theories. Theology, especially in its more
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practical forms, has in recent years both used and critiqued these various theories. Latin
American liberation theology employed, although generally revised, insights from both
Weber and Marx but tended to reject structural-functionalist views represented by
social theorists such as Talcott Parsons.” Political theologians Johann Baptist Metz and
Helmut Peukert both rely on, yet critique, the thought of Habermas as do American
theologians Francis Fiorenza, Paul Lakeland, and Gary Simpson (Metz 1980, Peukert
1984, Lakeland 1990, Fiorenza 1992a, b, Simpson 2002). German theologian Michael
Welker turns to the thought of sociologist Niklas Luhmann, as does his American
co-author William Schweiker (Schweiker and Welker forthcoming).

But how are decisions made as to which style of social theory constitutes a fruitful
partner for theology? The answer goes something like this: the best social theory from
the standpoint of theology is one that seems to account for the nature of social
processes and social change but is complete enough to also provide for the possibility
of religion, especially the kind of religion Christianity appears to be. Theologians should
not, and on the whole do not, turn to social theory to prove Christianity. Furthermore,
theologians do not derive their core normative ideas from social theory. They primarily
gain an understanding of certain features of contemporary life that helps them
communicate (or mediate) their theological ideas more accurately and practically to
present-day society.

But this is not the only motivation. In using social theory, theologians almost always
enter into dialog with it, interpret it, critique it, pick and choose from its various
insights, and often show that a particular theory has limitations or contradictions that
it cannot solve without turning to theology. The dialogical use of social theory by
theology is often quite complex; at the same time as the theologian gains insights from
a particular theory, she or he may also realize that this same theory puts hard ques-
tions to Christianity and its role in human life. In using the theory, theology may at the
same time have to defend itself from the theory’s criticism of Christianity, as theologians
using Marx and Freud have done repeatedly. Finally, the use of social theory by
theologians sometimes has apologetic functions; it strengthens theology’s capacity to
communicate and answer the tough questions that social theory often puts to theology.

Theology and Phronesis

Over the last several decades, there has been a rebirth of what is commonly called
“practical philosophy.” This turn in philosophy has had important implications
for theology, social theory, and the more discrete social sciences such as sociology, psy-
chology, political science, and economics. It is associated with the hermeneutic philo-
sophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur, the ordinary language analysis of
Wittgenstein and Peter Winch, the discourse ethics of Jiirgen Habermas, and American
pragmatism — especially the recent work of Richard Rorty and Richard Bernstein (Rorty
1979, Ricoeur 1981a, Gadamer [1960] 1982, Habermas 1990).

The convergence of these different schools of thought has brought the Greek terms
praxis (practice) and phronesis (practical wisdom, or practical reason) into prominence
in much of contemporary philosophy. The elevation of these terms has revived the
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ancient view of human beings as practical actors trying first of all to determine what
they should do to order their lives together. This at first glance might appear to be a
trivial claim. It becomes more important, however, when placed against two other
dominant views of humans celebrated in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
These are the views of humans as primarily technical or economic creatures (built
around the idea of techne, or technical reason) or as pursuers of scientific knowledge
(built around the concept of theoria, or theoretical reason). These last two views of
humans, and their associated understandings of human rationality, have gone hand-
in-hand with what sociologists call the modernization process. Modernization, since the
writings of the great German sociologist Max Weber, has been understood as a strat-
egy of life in which technical reason has been increasingly applied to the enhancement
of life satisfactions and the ordering of society (Weber 1958). Technical reason gener-
ally has been defined as the use of a certain kind of means—end thinking to solve life
problems, i.e., the use of the most efficient and powerful means possible to realize ends
that are themselves assumed but not critically evaluated. Technical reason, within the
context of modernity, has had an alliance with theoretical reason or science. Science
increasingly has provided the knowledge needed by technical reason to accomplish its
goals. Many contemporary social theorists believe that in late modernity, science or
theoretical reason has been captured and indeed corrupted by technical reason and
the cultural goal of controlling nature and society for the increase of individual
satisfactions.

The push by practical philosophy to make phronesis, or practical wisdom, the center
of our image of humans is not designed to vanquish either techne or theoria. It is, rather,
to locate them within phronesis. Phronesis, as practical and moral reasoning about the
good individual and social life, is presented in these philosophies as more fundamental
than either of the other two forms of human reason. Humans need both technical and
theoretical reason, but these must be guided by practical reason. Increasingly, techni-
cal and theoretical reason are understood as abstractions from the concreteness of
phronesis. This means that, in real life, technical and theoretical reason should be situ-
ated within the more inclusive framework of practical reason and either wittingly or
unwittingly be guided by it. We cannot order individual and social action, as founda-
tionalist philosophies have advocated, by inductively or deductively moving the full task
of determining our individual and social ethics from science or technology upward.*
The central human activity is practical reason; science and technology must find their
rightful places, and their rightful contributions, in relationship to practical ethical
reflection and action designed to regulate individual and social life.

Phronesis in Gadamer, Ricoeur, and Bernstein

Ordering the relation between practical, theoretical, and technical reason is only a
small part of social theory. It is, nonetheless, an important beginning point. And, as 1
said above, it has important implications for defining the nature of both theology and
social theory. It means that both, when fully and properly viewed, should be seen as
forms of practical reflection and action. When this is acknowledged, theology and social
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theory have certain overlaps or analogies that give them an affinity, although certainly
not an identity.

This assertion will be clearer if we ask, what exactly is phronesis or practical reason?
How does it work? What are its sources? There are many answers to these questions. I
will discuss two classic alternatives that both find their roots in Aristotle. One view says
practical reason is strictly a process of reasoning about the means to certain ends that
are themselves assumed. Aristotle’s famous illustration went like this: “I want to drink,
says appetite; this is drink, says sense or imagination or mind; straightway I drink.”>
Note that in this example, thirst and the identification of drink are assumed and rea-
soning is mainly about the best means to appropriate the beverage — “straightway I
drink.” This is an expression of technical reason and some philosophers have basically
identified practical reason with technical rationality — with calculations about efficiency
in the sense found in this illustration. This is thought to have been the view of the
philosopher David Hume (Dahl 1984:14, 23-34). It is also the view of human reason
undergirding much of the more functionally oriented and rational-choice social
theories of our day — those views that see human action as primarily a matter of cal-
culating prudential means to attaining material satisfactions such as food, water, sex,
wealth, and reproduction for individuals in society.®

But Aristotle had a broader theory of practical reason. Aristotelian scholar Norman
Dahl argues that this view sees phronesis as evaluating the ends of action as well as the
means. This, according to Dahl, is reason asking not only “what do I want?” but also
“what do I really want?” and “what would it be morally good to want?” This is reason
evaluating the norms and ideals of action as well as the means of action. This second
view of practical reason is the one that has been rehabilitated by the turn to practical
philosophy, and the one thought to be so useful for gaining the most complete under-
standing of individual and social action.

This is where the thought of Hans-Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur, and Richard
Bernstein has been so useful in reorienting social theory and the more discrete social
sciences. They have helped re-establish an understanding of how practical reason avails
itself of the norms and ideals that guide and evaluate social practices. It is argued that
the sketch of practical reason that I am about to present is a more adequate account of
how free individuals and groups act, deliberate, and reshape their social life than
accounts that build on more functional or technical accounts of phronesis.

We must begin with Gadamer, a German philosopher whose writings over the last
half of the twentieth century had a massive influence on social theory, theology, and
the specific social sciences. His major work was Truth and Method (1960). The core of
his thought was his argument for the close relation between understanding (verstehen)
and phronesis. Understanding something — a text, another person, another society, or
event — is for him a form of practical activity. Why? Because one always begins the
understanding process out of a particular history and a particular set of concerns and
questions shaped by that history. Those who claim that theoretical reason is and should
be the dominant human activity have seen understanding as an act of cognitive objec-
tivity. They have seen it as a matter of pushing aside or suppressing one’s questions and
the history that shaped them and then apprehending the object of knowledge inde-
pendently of these tradition-formed practical concerns. Once, according to this view,
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objective understanding is accomplished, then one can apply this objective knowledge
to the various practical concerns of life. It is a matter of moving from theory to practice,
from theory to application. But Gadamer, significantly influenced by the older German
philosopher Martin Heidegger, said no. A concern with application shapes under-
standing from the beginning. In developing his argument, Gadamer invokes Aristotle
as a model:

To conclude, if we relate Aristotle’s description of the ethical phenomenon and especially
of the virtue of moral knowledge to our own investigation, we find that Aristotle’s
analysis is in fact a kind of model of the problems of hermeneutics. We, too, determined
that application is neither a subsequent nor a merely occasional part of the phenomenon
of understanding, but co-determines it as a whole from the beginning. (Gadamer
1982:289)

The idea that a concern with application co-determines understanding from the
beginning is a hard concept to grasp. Twentieth-century people have been so educated
to believe that understanding requires objectivity that to hear Gadamer say otherwise
seems wrong. But it becomes clearer when we read his argument that understanding
should be understood as “conversation” or “dialogue” where one understands another
in light of one’s own beginning point — one’s history, social experience, and the ques-
tions and concerns that flow from them (Gadamer 1982:330-3). We understand texts
and other communications by contrasting and comparing them to our own historically
shaped practices, perspectives, and questions. Remove these from the understanding
process and we lose our point of reference.

Hence, Gadamer rehabilitated the role of prejudices (to be understood in the sense
of pre-judgments shaped by one’s traditions) in the understanding process. He rejected
the Enlightenment, positivistic, and scientistic idea that we should suppress our pre-
judgments in order to understand something (Gadamer 1982:235-53). To fully com-
prehend, however, the role of pre-judgment in understanding, it is also important to
grasp Gadamer’s two concepts of effective history and classics. For Gadamer, the past
isnot simply a dead event that happened long ago. The past lives on in tradition, culture,
and institutions, to shape the contemporary experience of societies and individuals
(1982:267). Persons and groups may not be very conscious of how this is so, but in a
variety of silent ways, the past lives on in present experience. When we attempt to
understand some text, event, or monument of the past, we do so from a stance of
having been already influenced by that which we are now trying to understand. When
interpreting the past, the distinction between subject and object (the interpreting
subject and the object to be understood) is blurred; we already know to some extent
the thing that we are attempting to understand more deeply. This is especially true
when we attempt to understand the classics of the traditions that shape us. These clas-
sics — whether they be religious or philosophical texts or works of art — have already
subtly shaped us before we attempt to consciously understand them more deeply
(1982:253-8). This is how we should conceive of understanding as a conversation or
dialogue; we generally already have a point of contact or analogy with that which we
are coming to understand.
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This is especially true when we try to understand the religious and philosophical
classics of the past that constitute a pervasive source of our ideals and to which we
repeatedly return for clarification and renewal. When social action runs into a conflict
or impasse about the norms and ideals that should guide us, we ask: what ideals are
already a part of us, do we understand them correctly, and are they true? This creates
the understanding process — the dialog or conversation between our present experience
and the classics that time and time again our culture has returned to, to clarify where
it is going. Since present experience is always changing and since we are always con-
fronted with new challenges, each time we return to our classics to clarify our ideals,
we create a new “fusion of horizons” — a somewhat new structure of meaning —
between our contemporary questions and these classics (1982:273). Hence, individual
and social action, when it is free and undistorted, moves in a circle from present situ-
ations and their crises backward to the clarification of goals and ideals — the under-
standing of classics —to a return once again to present situations for renewed and better
defined guiding ideals. It is a practice—theory—practice movement — not a process of
moving from theory to practice. Because interpretation and understanding as practi-
cal activities are so central to this view, it can conveniently be called a hermeneutic
theory of social action built on a hermeneutic circle.

Hermeneutic Views of Theology and Social Theory

If all social action basically has a hermeneutic character in which phronesis and ver-
stehen come together, what distinguishes Christian theology from social theory? Both
would be seen as types of practical understanding. But their difference would be this:
theology is a view of social action that explicitly finds its classics (its norms and ideals)
in what it considers to be the revelatory power of the story of creation, fall, and redemp-
tion recorded in the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. Social theory as an exercise in
verstehen also would need some way of locating its classics, but it might not necessar-
ily use the Christian classics. Nonetheless, because of the pervasive presence and influ-
ence of Christian classics in Western culture, various social theories may implicitly use
them in the horizon of their conceptuality as unacknowledged sources of norms and
ideals.

Examples of either Judaism or Christianity — or both — functioning to shape the nor-
mative horizon or background assumptions of various social theories are not difficult
to find. Some commentators have argued that even though Marx saw religion as a
source of ideology often justifying capitalist exploitation, from another perspective
Jewish utopian visions of the kingdom of God in this world indirectly animated his
vision of the just society (Miranda 1974:229—49). It can be argued that Freud’s view
of the importance of the restraints of the superego — although he held that they should
now become conscious and rational rather than unconscious and blind — stem-
med from his continuing appreciation of Moses as a law-giver to the Jews (Rieff
1979:281-3). Max Weber’s theory of how Protestantism — specifically his interpreta-
tion of Luther’s concept of vocation (Beruf) and Calvin's doctrine of predestination —
shaped an economic ethic for Western societies, was probably more than a value-



SOCIAL THEORY 71

neutral explanatory conception (Weber 1958:181-3). It may, as well, have reflected his
unconscious appreciation for his own Protestant heritage mediated through his mother
(Gerth and Wright Mills 1958:5-7, 28—31). And finally, the neoclassical economics of
Milton Friedman and Gary Becker, which holds all social action to be motivated by cal-
culations of costs and benefits to individual satisfactions, may have deeper background
beliefs than the theory itself acknowledges. Economist Donald McCloskey has argued
that neoclassical economics is actually fed by an implicit narrative about the meaning
of life that builds on the Protestant ethic of hard work, rational action, and saving for
the future (McCloskey 1990:135-40).

If many examples of contemporary social theory contain background beliefs that are
open to Christian and Jewish theological visions or narratives, what does that say about
the relation of social theory to theology? Does this, for example, make social theory a
kind of theology? Not quite. But it does suggest that a categorical distinction between
social theory and theology may be difficult to argue for convincingly. Theology self-
consciously and explicitly interprets and defends Judeo-Christian visions and narratives
about life and society. If prominent examples of social theory hazily and vaguely make
use of these same visions and narratives, it does not mean that social theory is theol-
ogy, but it does suggest that it is difficult for social theory to orient itself to accounts of
social action without itself implicitly relying on some kind of vision of the ultimate
context of human experience. Furthermore, it points to a non-scientific aspect of much
of contemporary social theory over which it does not have full control, partially because
it may not even fully acknowledge its presence. On this point, theology appears more
honest and forthright than much of social theory. Theology openly acknowledges, inter-
prets, and defends its ultimate vision and the narratives that convey it.

Secular social theory may fail to make explicit these visions and fail to advance any
kind of ordered defense of them. Yet they influence and tilt the views of individual
and social action nonetheless. John Milbank in his Theology and Social Theory (1990)
analyzes the horizon and hidden assumptions of several kinds of social theory —
Durkheim, Weber, Marx, Parsons as well as the entire field of postmodernism — and
finds, not so much an implicit Christian vision or ontology, but an ancient pagan ontol-
ogy of violence and power (Milbank 1990:278-325). In Religious Thought and the
Modern Psychologies (1987), I made a similar analysis of the major schools of contem-
porary psychology — Freud, Skinner, Jung, the humanistic psychologies, Erikson, Kohut
— and found that they all contained deep metaphors about the nature of the ultimate
context of experience, metaphors that function analogously to religious visions
(Browning 1987). Metaphors of life and death (Freud), of ultimate harmony (Jung and
humanistic psychology), of care (Erikson and, strangely enough, Skinner), or of pur-
poseful design (the later Kohut) all pointed to visions of the way the world at its heart
really is. These visions shaped the deep existential attitudes of these respective psy-
chologies toward either trust, joy, solicitude, distrust, or despair. Yet, these psychologies
give no account of these deep quasi-religious assumptions. Sociologist Peter Berger, in
his popular A Rumor of Angels, argued that officially the social sciences relativize if not
completely undercut all religious claims; implicitly, however, “signals of transcen-
dence” (rumors of angels) shine through these disciplines and practical thought time
and again (Berger 1969:61-94). If we were to take Milbank seriously, the signals of
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transcendence in the secular social sciences are more likely to be rumors of devils or
forces of violence.

The difficulty social theory has in gaining autonomy from implicit or explicit reli-
gious visions may not be a shortcoming. They may be inevitable and therefore should
be handled positively. Rather than fighting against them, denying them, and failing to
acknowledge the various ways they are detectable in the background beliefs of various
social theories, some scholars argue that social theory should acknowledge and use
these religious visions directly in its work. This might be the implication of Gadamer in
his admonition to use the pre-judgments of one’s effective history in the process of
understanding as dialog. Since religion was so significantly a part of the traditions that
shape us, pre-judgments about the nature and value of the ultimate context of experi-
ence plausibly would make up a great deal of our effective history. Hence, it might follow
that to understand something necessarily occurs against the background of our inher-
ited religious visions of the good and true.

In light of this insight, some social theorists have tried to develop accounts of human
action large enough to incorporate directly many of the insights of Gadamer. The
British social theorist Anthony Giddens is certainly a leading example of one who both
absorbs and critiques Gadamer (Giddens 1977).” But Giddens has not gone as far in this
direction as the American sociologist Robert Bellah and his team in their successful
Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life (Bellah et al. 1985).
In this book, the Bellah team tried to assess the status of individualism and commit-
ment in contemporary North American life. They concluded that individualism, espe-
cially in the middle classes, had the upper hand and that the struggle to develop a
language of commitment was itself impoverished. These authors argued that it was
impossible for sociologists to investigate individualism and commitment in the United
States without interpreting contemporary life there in light of the classics that shaped
the American vision in the first place. These formative influences were the biblical tra-
dition with its emphasis on covenant, and the republican tradition with its stress on
representative democracy. In the beginning, these two traditions kept the balance
between individualism and commitment, but in subsequent generations, the demise of
the biblical tradition has allowed individualism — both utilitarian and expressive indi-
vidualism — to gain ground and go increasingly unchecked (1985:27, 32-5).

A complete review of their position is not the purpose of this discussion. I mention
it to illustrate their indebtedness to Gadamer and their explicit use of religion within
social theory. In an appendix to the book titled “Social Science as Public Philosophy,”
Bellah makes the following Gadamerian statement:

It is precisely the boundary between the social sciences and the humanities that social
science as public philosophy most wants to open up. Social science is not a disembodied
cognitive enterprise. It is a tradition, or set of traditions, deeply rooted in the philosophi-
cal and humanistic (and, to more than a small extent, the religious) history of the West.
Social science makes assumptions about the nature of persons, the nature of society, and
the relation between persons and society. It also, whether it admits it or not, makes assump-
tions about good persons and a good society and considers how far these conceptions are
embodied in our actual society. Becoming conscious of the cultural roots of these assump-
tions would remind the social scientist that these assumptions are contestable and that the
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choice of assumptions involves controversies that lie deep in the history of Western
thought. Social science as public philosophy would make the philosophical conversation
concerning these matters its own. (Bellah et al. 1985:301)

Gadamer’s concepts of tradition, classics, effective history, and understanding as dialog
are implicit in this quote. Tradition constitutes the source of our effective history, even
the effective history of the social theorist. Philosophical, humanistic, and even religious
sources — classics — give that tradition its special shape. This constitutes Bellah’s justi-
fication for using the classic covenant and republican traditions as frameworks for
understanding the tensions between individualism and commitment in American life.
Finally, the entire inquiry is a historically situated dialog. In one place these authors
specifically acknowledge the influence of Gadamer when they write:

Hans-Georg Gadamer has provided us with valuable guidance in our understanding of our
work as always involving a dialog with the tradition out of which we come. He reminds us
also that our conversation with contemporaries or predecessors is never closed on itself
but is always about something. (Bellah et al. 1985:330)

Several observations about Bellah’s position are relevant. First, social theory, in this
view, becomes a somewhat more systematic and disciplined version of good common
sense; both are expressions of phronesis. Second, the distinction between theology and
social theory all but collapses. Since social theory needs a positive place for classics,
both religious and philosophical, Western religious ideals have a rightful role to play
directly in the understanding process that constitutes social science and social theory.
Third, Bellah's position gets close to grounding social theory in an explicitly religious
beginning point. The covenant tradition, for example, is simply assumed; it is a begin-
ning point, indeed a confessional beginning point; but now in Bellah’s work it is inserted
into social theory, not just Christian theology.

In making this move, Bellah gets close to doing in sociology and social theory what
John Milbank calls for when he seems to suggest that Western social science should
ground itself in the view of society that Augustine set forth in his City of God (Milbank
1990:380-434). He argues that Augustine developed a theory of society based on
ecclesiology. But to call it theory, he insists, would do violence to its narrative and per-
formative character. First of all, Augustine narrated a description of the practices and
rituals of the early ecclesia as a community of peace. As a community of peace, it told
a counter-history and counter-narrative to the vision of life as honor, excellence, dom-
ination, and control characteristic of pagan life. The peaceful practices of the Church
were founded on a vision of a peaceful and loving God revealed through Christ; peace
in the pagan context was grounded on political control and violence perpetrated by the
Civitas terra (the earthly city) (1990:380-5). When theology reflects on this performa-
tive narrative of ecclesial practice, it gives rise to a speculative ontology of peace —
one that can provide a framework for a “Christian sociology” (1990:380). Milbank
continues:

Talk of a “Christian sociology” or of “theology as a social science” is not, therefore, as silly
as talk of Christian mathematics (I suspend judgement here) precisely because there can
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be no sociology in the sense of a universal “rational” account of the “social” character of
all societies, and Christian sociology is distinctive simply because it explicates, and adopts
the vantage point of, a distinct society, the church. (Milbank 1990:380-1)

The idea of a Christian sociology based on a narrative and reflective ontology of
peace is close, as I indicated above, to Bellah's belief that sociology must actively employ
cultural classics in its interpretative process, including the classics of faith. However,
both points of view contain fresh insights that beg for clarification. Should all of soci-
ology become explicitly religious, perhaps even Christian, because of the prominence
of Christian effective history in the cultural narrative of the West?

I don’t think either Milbank or Bellah go that far. I read Milbank’s message as one
addressed primarily to the Church and to theology in its confessional mode. Christian
theology, he is arguing, has implications for sociology and social theory; it should be
willing to review and critique all allegedly secular perspectives to expose their illusory
claims to a value-free rationality and to uncover their implicit deep narratives and
ontologies, many of which contradict Christian ontologies and do so arbitrarily and
uncritically. Bellah is more ambitious; he wants sociology and other aspects of social
theory to expand and take responsibility for reason’s dependence on the religious
dimensions of its effective history.

Both views, however, fail to realize fully the complexities of their proposals. Both are
correct in showing that the social sciences to not rest on a foundation of universal
reason. Both are helpful in showing the importance of history and tradition for the
exercise of reason, even in the social sciences. However, to be convincing in its critical
dialog with the so-called secular social sciences, theology would have to go beyond
Milbank’s belief that it can do this by simply “re-narrating” the Christian story and
thereby make manifest its ontology of peace. Theology would have to go beyond con-
fession or witness in ways that Milbank resists.

Without this additional move, Habermas'’s criticism of Gadamer’s defense of tradi-
tion would also apply to a Christian sociology (Giddens 1977).* Tradition, although
certainly the source of effective history and the assumptive background of all practical
thought, can also be a conveyor of ideology, distortions in power, and inequality. Indeed,
even classics that are full of wisdom may still be embedded (because of the eras or cir-
cumstances in which they were conceived) in distortions that need identification, criti-
cism, and some cleansing. In order to understand the classics and take them seriously
and introduce them into public discourse, their insights must be tested by various addi-
tional moral and metaphysical analyses. The Milbankian would have to show, to use a
phrase of Richard Bernstein’s, that there are “good reasons” to think that a Christian
ontology of peace enjoys more plausibility than alternative narratives and ontologies
about the ultimate context of experience (Bernstein 1983:223-31).

In other words, theology as Christian sociology would have to gain some degree of
“distanciation” — to borrow a term from Paul Ricoeur — from its own narrative matrix
(Ricoeur 1981c¢:131-44). This would be no naive positivistic flight into objectivity; but
it would need to go beyond speculation as a second-order elaboration of the Christian
narrative. A Christian sociology must be willing to enter into dialog with alternative
perspectives, hear criticisms, and make public replies. It would entail developing some
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brand of metaphysics. It would have to become apologetic if it were to enter into criti-
cal dialog with the culture and sustain this dialog.

If Milbank'’s proposal for theology as Christian sociology is aimed primarily at the
Church, then it at least has plausibility. But to be truly effective it would need to go
beyond a strictly confessional approach. To meet criticism from others, especially at the
metaphysical level, is no small matter, and one I will not address directly in this chapter.
But I will recommend the writings of Schubert Ogden, John Cobb, David Tracy, and
Franklin Gamwell as examples of theologians who are trying to accomplish a critical
conversation between theology and social theory, even going so far as to address basic
metaphysical questions (Cobb 1965, Ogden 1966, Tracy 1975, Gamwell 1990).

In the case of Bellah, it is hard to interpret the full implications of his proposal. When
Bellah suggests that “social science as public philosophy would make the philosophical
conversation” concerning its effective history and its deep assumptions “its own,” he
seems to be suggesting a new superdiscipline that would subsume the explanatory
social sciences to moral philosophy and even theology. But the idea that social science
would make this conversation “its own” suggests that any such superdiscipline would
not only confess its basic religio-cultural assumptions, narratives, and ontologies, it
would try to critically defend its choices. This is precisely what Bellah and his team do
not do in Habits of the Heart and their follow-up book, The Good Society (1991). Bellah
and company never try to defend critically why covenant theology is superior to other
perspectives for grounding the relation between individualism and commitment; they
simply show it was a classic resource in American history. Some of the same meta-
physical and moral philosophical tasks that Milbank faces would also need to be con-
fronted by Bellah were such a superdiscipline to be attempted.

In conclusion, both Milbank and Bellah develop interesting proposals about the
relation of theology to social theory. They are addressed, as I read them, to slightly dif-
ferent audiences. Both have merit. But both entail more demanding interdisciplinary
and critical programs than either fully acknowledges. In the meantime, it is better to
acknowledge that no clear boundary between social theory and Christian theology can
be easily drawn. This means that dialog and mutual critique between their respective
implicit and explicit deep narratives and ontologies should be fruitful and entirely jus-
tified. This is true for a variety of reasons, but most especially to keep social theory and
the discrete social sciences from becoming the new crypto-theologies of our day.

The More Specific Contributions of Social Theory

Even though social theory relies on deep narratives and ontologies that bring it close
to theology, theology’s interest in social theory has more to do with its capacity to
explain certain social processes. By this I mean social theory’s ability to locate certain
psychological, social-systemic, economic, and cultural conditions that shape, although
seldom completely determine, individual and social action. Some social scientists
present these conditions as irresistible. They develop what I would call “hard” theories
of explanation; the forces and processes they identify are presented in deterministic
terms. This was certainly the case with Marx’s theory of the determining power of the
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practices of material production. These practices of production doubtless shape
thought and feeling, and give rise to ideologies that defend those who most profit from
these practices. As useful as his theory is, it is widely conceded that Marx overstated his
case. Much of social theory informed by the model of phronesis, as presented above,
depicts individuals and communities as coping with such forces with degrees of
freedom, and sometimes quite creatively.

Nonetheless, the material and social-systemic conditions shaping social action need
to be understood by any socially responsible theology. Hermeneutic theorist Paul
Ricoeur has gone beyond Gadamer in locating explanation, and the cognitive distancing
that it requires, as a submoment within a larger view of understanding as dialog and
conversation (Ricoeur 1981d:145-64). Hence, the search for causal patterns need not
totally undermine a fuller view of social action and social theory based on phronesis,
understanding, and the role of both freedom and tradition that these concepts entail.

There are two sets of explanatory concepts of particular importance to contempo-
rary practical or public theologies: (1) modernization and globalization and (2) differenti-
ation and division of labor. There are certainly other important concepts, but these will
serve to illustrate how theology is using social theory.

The idea of modernization is closely related to the concept of technical reason dis-
cussed at the beginning of the chapter. Since Max Weber, modernization has been seen
by social theorists as the application of technical reason to progressively wider aspects
of life. It is a social process that first emerged in the industrial West but gradually spread
to other parts of the world, thereby suggesting a kind of world dominance by Western
countries and their values. Jiirgen Habermas distinguishes between technical rational-
ity, or “purposive rationality” (his preferred term), applied to markets, and technical
reason, applied to bureaucratic control (Habermas 1987:209, 332-42). Capitalism
is the primary example of the first and socialism, especially Soviet-style communism,
was the primary example of the second. Both forms of technical reason disrupt what
Habermas calls the “lifeworld” — the immediate face-to-face practical dialog of individ-
uals and small communities in their exercise of phronesis (1987:121-6).

The spread of bureaucratic forms of technical reason in socialist countries creates
dependency of individuals on governments and leads them to turn away from family
and neighbor and sources of help and creative dialog. The spread of market forms of
technical reason absorbs more and more people into the cost-benefit and efficiency-
dominated logics of the business world. Notice the move of men from farms and crafts
to the wage economy in the nineteenth century, followed in Western countries by a
similar move of most women from home to paid employment in the twentieth century.
Now most adults in Western market-driven countries are in the competitive, efficiency-
driven systems of the market economy. Theorists as different as Habermas, the
sociologist Alan Wolfe, and the rational-choice economist Gary Becker believe that,
increasingly, individuals are thinking about intimate relations, marriage, and parent-
ing in cost-benefit terms (Wolfe 1989:51-60; Becker 1991). And increasingly they are
wondering if the costs exceed the benefits, hence the decline in birth and marriage rates
and the increase of divorce in most Western societies.

If this is so, modernization has enormous implications for any practical or public
theology wishing to address the modern world. Should Christian theology be for or
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against the modernization process? Many theorists believe that modernization will be
destructive of communities and, finally, the democratic process itself unless strong
pockets of voluntary organizations or civil society can emerge to resist its spread.
Religion — especially churches — is one of the major sources of civil society; hence,
theology’s task is not so much a matter of suppressing technical reason and its bene-
fits as developing strong counter-ideologies and counter-communities where a more
religiously based phronesis can work to limit and confine its expansion. This would entail
developing powerful theological grounds for asserting that persons must be treated as
ends and never as means, in spite of technical reason’s tendency to reduce all of life to
means. Various theological strategies are at work to do just this — some rooted in the
Reformed covenant theology such as the work of Max Stackhouse, Mary Stewart van
Leeuwen, and John Witte, Jr., some in liberation theology and its theory of base com-
munities, and some in the classic Catholic theory of subsidiarity and its idea that gov-
ernments and market should support, and not override, the agency and initiative of
individuals, families, and local groups (Van Leeuwen 1990, Carr and Van Leeuwen
1997, Stackhouse 1997, Witte 1997).

There is much discussion today in the social sciences about the phenomenon of glob-
alization. Tt is closely associated with modernization but also distinguished from it.” For
instance, modernization, even in older social science discussions, was depicted as a kind
of globalizing process. It was depicted as spreading from northern European countries
and the US to the rest of the world; sooner or later the entire globe would be industrial,
technically educated, and democratic in the Western style. More recent definitions of
globalization absorb but recontextualize modernization theory. Electronic communica-
tion has made it possible for technical rationality, information, and cultural images to
flow from east to west, south to north. In addition, certain features of modernization
seem to work as well in more authoritarian governments like the People’s Republic of
China or Singapore as they do in the democratic West, thereby suggesting a possible
decoupling of modernization from democracy and from the political polities of Europe
and the US.

However this discussion might go, globalization presents a new challenge to theol-
ogy. Theology, often thought of as addressing certain specific national and cultural con-
texts, may now need to address, critique, and help guide abstract globalizing systemic
processes that cut across national and cultural boundaries.

Differentiation and division of labor are distinguishable yet closely related additional
concepts relevant to a practical and public theology. The concept of division of labor
is ancient but became quite central in the writings of Marx. The concept hypothesizes
an archaic simple society where most individuals and families were deeply involved in
all the tasks of life required to survive — cooking, building, hunting and growing,
exchange, religious ritual, and the political ordering of the group, however elemental
that might have been. Gradually, the theory goes, societies discovered the efficiency that
comes with specialization; this was the social strategy of allowing some people to con-
centrate on one activity while depending on diverse specialists for other important func-
tions. As societies matured, these specializations became hardened, autonomous from
one another, and even alienated. Specializations can compete and dominate each other;
those specializations producing private property and capital can, for instance, dominate
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workers (Marx 1978:160-1). Specialists themselves can become separated from the
rest of life. Marx believed that the classless society following the world communist rev-
olution would lessen the division of labor and the alienation and domination that it had
brought (1978:197).

Division of labor leads to the differentiation of social institutions. Before the division
of labor became highly developed, some social theorists believe, religion and family (in
the sense of clan or tribe) controlled much of the social order. As the division of labor
increased, specialists organized themselves institutionally; law, medicine, business, edu-
cation, government, and religious institutions became relatively autonomous from one
another, developed their own logics and power bases, and were more and more inde-
pendent of older centers of control and guidance such as religion and family. The
reverse was also true: religion, and family, became less and less influential in these
increasingly autonomous sectors of society, leading some commentators to proclaim
their increasing irrelevance.'® This is one way to explain the so-called secularization
process.

This description of contemporary social processes has credibility even if certain
details are still a matter of dispute. However, religion is not necessarily disappearing in
all Western societies where this differentiation process, and its associated secularizing
tendencies, are quite advanced. Institutional religion is under siege in many countries
of Western Europe but not all modern societies. Individual religious interest (the
concern with “spirituality”) and even religious institutions are relatively important in
the US, Spain, Italy, Northern Ireland and Fire, and much of Central and South
America. But the issue is, do religious institutions in even these countries have a sus-
tained influence on other parts of society — law, education, business, politics? If they
don't, then religion has lost much of its power even where it is still fairly visible.

Practical and political theologies in confronting this state of affairs have gravitated
toward dialogical models of social influence. There is today no Constantinian synthe-
sis between church and state as once existed in medieval Europe, where religion could
easily dictate to the rest of society. Cultural Protestantism has lost much of its power
in the United States. Established churches such as the Church of England still exist and
enjoy some privileges, but their actual social influence must be earned and not taken
for granted.

This has given rise to a variety of practical strategies on the part of theology. The one
I have been implicitly pointing to in this chapter is often called the “critical correlational”
view of theology, and in addition to Tracy, Ogden, and Gamwell, this perspective is also
associated with the names of William Schweiker, Thomas Groome, James Fowler, myself
and others (Groome 1980, Fowler 1983, 1987, Browning 1983, 1991, Schweiker
1995). This view locates theology firmly in the hermeneutic process as described above.
In its more practical manifestations, this perspective brings questions stemming from
contemporary experience and our effective histories to the classics of the Christian faith
and then returns to address specific arenas of life. This view believes that all theology,
as does all thought, begins with confession, i.e., begins with how the theologian has
been shaped by tradition prior to the beginning of critical reflection.

But the critical correlational view also believes that the Christian faith contains
within it hints of metaphysical and moral truths which, although always first presented
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wrapped in a confessional narrative, can be given sufficient philosophical clarity to
enter into dialog and mutual criticism with the different spheres of society. Hence, this
view of the relation of theology to social theory goes beyond the confessionalism of
both Bellah and Milbank. If theology is to avoid the two-fold pitfall of either subordi-
nating social theory to theology through confessional fiat or becoming a mere tool of
social theory, it must be willing to take on a critical and apologetic agenda.

Notes

1 For a basic discussion of the process of differentiation, see Talcott Parsons (1968:318).
For a discussion about the use and revision of Marx in liberation theology, see Gutiérrez
(1990:214-25). See also Gutiérrez (1973) and Segundo (1976).

3 For an application of Wittgenstein's ordinary language analysis to the philosophy of the
social sciences, see Winch (1958), Habermas (1990), and Rorty (1979).

4 For two important critiques of foundationalism, see Rorty (1979) and Bernstein (1983).

5 For adiscussion of Hume's view of practical reason see its similarity to this first Aristotelian
view; see Dahl (1984:26-9).

6 For a discussion of social science as technical reason in Hume's sense, see Bellah (1983).
For a rational-choice view of social action, see Becker (1976).

7 For a secondary discussion of Giddens’s use and critique of Gadamer, see Craib (1992:25).

8 Since Habermas's critiques of Gadamer’s traditionalism and potential for ideological distor-
tion is strewn throughout his early writings, I refer the reader to an excellent secondary
resource. See Paul Ricoeur, “Hermeneutics and the Critique of Ideology,” in Ricoeur
1981a:63-100.

9 The leading theorist of globalization is Roland Robertson (1992). Other important works
are Peter Beyer (1994), and Saskia Sassen (1998).

10 For symposia that investigate the embattled character of both religion and family in modern
societies, see D’Antonio and Aldous (1983) and Thomas (1988).
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CHAPTER 6
Theological Anthropology

Ray Anderson

“Who knows whether the human spirit goes upward and the spirit of animals goes
downward to the earth?” (Ecclesiastes 3:21). Who knows indeed! In former times, we
might account for such ignorance by attributing it to lack of scientific knowledge and
philosophical precision. But how should we now account for the fact that some form of
the same question tantalizes our scientists and torments our philosophers? Even the
terms “spirit” and “soul” remain ambiguous as used in contemporary thought, with
“soul” generally used to designate the metaphysical aspect of the human person in such
a way that “spirit” is included. This implies a dualism between a physical and non-
physical entity residing in each person which cries out for some explanation in light
of recent studies regarding the effect of the brain upon personality characteristics.

Modern science suggests that there is no manifestation of the human personality
that is not produced through the brain even though the brain may not be the effective
cause. What is it that really makes humans unique amidst all of the creatures of the
world if we can now transplant vital organs from animals into humans? What and
where is the human soul if we can account for personal and spiritual attributes of the
self as manifestations of physical and electrical interactions of the brain? Recent
research has suggested that some persons appear to have distinctive brain patterns
which might account for their propensity toward religious feelings and belief. If the
human brain is considered the source of even our deepest spiritual and personal attrib-
utes, what has become of the soul?

Has the concept of a human soul disappeared in the presence of molecular biology,
clinical psychology, and computer-driven brain scans? Is the disappearance of the soul
a consequence of our world “come of age” or is it we who are lost and our souls doing
the searching? Perhaps one indication that humans have a soul is that they appear to
be the only creatures on earth that are thinking about it! (Ray S. Anderson 1998).
Thomas Moore expresses this malaise dramatically:

The great malady of the twentieth century, implicated in all of our troubles and affecting
us individually and socially, is “loss of soul.” When soul is neglected, it doesn’t just go away;
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it appears symptomatically in obsessions, addictions, violence, and loss of meaning. Our
temptation is to isolate these symptoms or to try to eradicate them one by one; but the root
problem is that we have lost our wisdom about the soul, even our interest in it. (Moore
1992:xi)

Whether we call it spirit or soul, the question remains: what is it that makes humans
both precious and perverse? What gives rise to our deepest religious insights but can
also plunge us into the depths of guilt and despair? In our primitive condition did we
once have a soul that has now disappeared in the presence of molecular biologists,
clinical psychologists, and computer-driven brain scans?

These are questions which theological anthropology seeks to answer by examining
the biblical account of the creation, from the dust of the ground, of humans who also
bear the imprint of the divine image and likeness (Genesis 1:26—7). We will look first
of all at some of the biblical terms and concepts which contribute toward a biblical
anthropology, especially with regard to the issue of what it means to say that humans
have a “soul.”

Biblical Anthropology: a Review and Discussion

The Hebrew word nephesh, translated as “soul” or “life,” is often coupled with other,
more concrete words, especially with basar (flesh) and Iev, Ievav (heart). The Hebrew has
no distinct word for “body” as does the Greek (soma). Nephesh is often used in parallel
with basar (flesh), never in contrast. The terms are not used as a natural contrast such
as “body and soul,” but are often virtually synonymous, being two ways of referring to
the self in both its physical and non-physical existence. (Ray S. Anderson 1982:209,
Hill 1984:100).

Ruach (spirit), unlike basar (flesh), is never used as a practical synonym for nephesh,
but is frequently employed in contrast to the nephesh. Non-human creatures (animals)
also were created as “living souls” (Genesis 1:20, 21, 24). The Bible even speaks of
the “spirit” (ruach) of beasts (Ecclesiastes 3:21). Humans are differentiated from the
animals not because they have “soul and spirit” (nephesh and ruach), but rather because
of the special orientation of the human soul/spirit life in relation to God.

Whereas nephesh means “life,” ruach means “vigorous life,” or an inspired life. God
will often take away the spirit from a person and give another spirit, for better or for
worse (I Samuel 10:6, 16:13, 14). In particular, God will give his own spirit to a chosen
person and even be asked to bestow it upon one who seeks it (Psalms 51:10-12).

Heart (lev) commonly signifies the seat of intelligence, cunning, good or wicked
thoughts, pride, humility, joy, but never compassion, tenderness, or intense feeling. The
Israelites expressed feeling through terms relating to the bowels, or entrails, not the
heart. Consequently, when Jesus rebuked his disciples for hardness of heart, it was their
lack of insight, or sheer stupidity, he referred to, not their callousness and lack of
feeling. The heart is the center of the subjective self. It does not constitute a third
dimension of the self alongside the body and soul, but is the core of the self as personal
being.
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When Moses directed that a census be taken of the Israelites (Exodus 30:11), it was
the number of “souls” (nephesh) that was to be counted, never the number of spirits
(ruach). More than one spirit can be within a person, but only one soul. While soul and
spirit may be distinguished from one another (Hebrews 4:12), this is said to be a
discernment made by the Word of God, not by human self-reflection.

Those whom Paul describes as “fleshly” (sarkikos) are also “soulish” (psychikos). Paul
never used the body and the soul as contrasts for the spiritual and the unspiritual, or
for the mortal and the immortal, as did the Greeks. Instead, he used these terms to
designate qualities of life expressed through both the physical and non-physical life.
“Spirit” and “spiritual” signify a divine quality of life, received as a gift from God and
having a share in God's Spirit. “Flesh” and “carnal” do not signify merely a natural or
physical quality of life but a corrupt, self-centered and mortal kind of life. It is not
human nature that is the enemy of the spirit, but distortion or corruption of that
human nature.

When we introduce the concept of “spirit,” are we then committed to a three-fold
division of the person into body, soul and spirit? This question was debated by early
church theologians and the view that we are continues to be held by some today.

Those who hold to this three-part division are called “trichotomists,” while those
who view the human being as essentially “body and soul” are called “dichotomists.”
The early Church was confronted with these issues in the christological debate
with Apollinaris of Laodocea in the fourth century. Influenced by Platonic dua-
lism, which posited a gulf between the worlds of body and spirit (nous), Apollinaris
became convinced that the soul performed the function of mediating between these
two poles. The soul was thus not understood as either purely physical or mental.
This trichotomist view was condemned at the Fourth Council of Constantinople in
869-79 cr.!

Despite this, some continue to hold to a three-fold division of the human self due to
the New Testament use of these terms. Hebrews 4:12, for example, speaks of a “divid-
ing of soul and spirit,” and Paul prays for the preservation of “spirit and soul and body”
(I Thessalonians 5:23). In other passages, however, soul and spirit are used as syn-
onyms of the self as a unity. Luke records Mary’s song as expressing this when she says,
“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (Luke 1:46-7).
Here it is clear that there is a single subject which is expressed alike in the terms “soul”
and “spirit” (Barth 1960).

While persons have “spirit” as the basis of their individual and personal spiritual life,
theologian Karl Barth (1960:354) says that this does not constitute a “third entity”
alongside body and soul. “Man has spirit, as one who is possessed by it. Although it
belongs to the constitution of man, it is not, like soul and body and as a third thing
alongside them, a moment of his constitution as such. It belongs to his constitution in
so far as it is its superior, determining and limiting basis.”

Scripture never says “soul” where only “spirit” can be meant, but it often says “spirit”
where “soul” is meant. From this we can conclude that the constitution of a person
as soul and body cannot be fully described without thinking first of the spirit as its
essential core.
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The human spirit is unique in its orientation of the body/soul unity toward God in
a special relationship determined by God. The whole person is expressed in the spirit,
since the spirit is the principle and power of life in its relation to God.

Theologian Helmut Thielicke (1984:446) says that the function of spirit as essential
to the life and power of the person is consistently depicted in the Bible as that of a life
force that issues out of the “heart,” or the inner life of the person. One cannot cut away
the life of the spirit as a “religious appendix” that serves no necessary function. “This
means that the spirit must be distinguished from the soul or psyche, it must not be
psychologically or psychopathologically derived from the psyche.”

Spirituality, therefore, is at the core of our human nature as personal beings,
endowed with spiritual life, expressed in a unity of body and soul. Spiritual self-identity,
as used theologically and in biblical terms, is contingent upon the Spirit of God both as
to its formation and as to its growth.

If a biblical anthropology is determinative for a Christian view of the human self,
then a strict dualism between body and soul as well as a trichotomy between body, soul
and spirit can be rejected. What is distinctive about human beings is not that they have
a “soul” which animals do not possess, nor that they have a “spirit” which other crea-
tures do not possess, but as “besouled body” and “embodied soul,” the “spirit” of that
existence is opened toward God in a unique way as the source of life. The whole of
human life, body and soul, is thus oriented toward a destiny beyond mortal or natural
life. It is this orientation which constitutes the spiritual life of the self. At the same time,
this orientation is contingent upon a spiritual reality which is external to the self but
which approaches, and summons a response from, the self. What interests the Bible,
says Barth (1960:409), is a person’s perception with regard to encounter and relation
with God. It is this and not autonomous rationality, which marks humans off from the
animals and the rest of creation.

The human “soul,” as contrasted with the soulish life of animals, represents the
whole person as a physical, personal and spiritual being, especially the inner core of
an individual's life as created and upheld by God. The uniqueness of human persons as
contrasted with non-human creatures is solely due to the encounter, relation, and
destiny of humans contingent upon relation with the Spirit of God as the source of
earthly life and the possibility of eternal life.

In continuing to use the word “soul” as referring to this inner core of the self, theo-
logical anthropology refers to the personal and spiritual dimension of the person. Soul
is the life of the person, says Barth (1960:370). “To call man [sic] ‘soul’ is simply to say
in the first place that he is the life which is essentially necessary for his body.” Thus, the
phrase “body and soul” is not intended to suggest that the soul is something which is
merely “in” the body, or separate from the body, but the whole person with both an
interior and an exterior life in the world.

The role of theological anthropology is to speak to the deeper yearnings and strug-
gles of human existence as much as to bring to those existential human concerns a
Word from God. Despite the ambiguity of the biblical terms which refer to a human
soul or spirit, an indissoluble core of meaning persists in the biblical material, which
points to the inner core of the whole person, including the body. It is in this sense that
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theological anthropology speaks of the “soul” as referring to the entirety of the self as
personal, spiritual being.

How do we acquire a soul?

How does each newborn infant acquire a human soul as opposed to a merely creaturely
soul? Medieval theologians alternated between two views on this question. “Tra-
ducionists” held that the soul originated in the act of conception. A “soul seed” (in con-
trast to a “body seed”) detached from the soul of the parents to become the independent
soul of the child. “Creationists,” on the other hand, held that each person’s “soul” was
implanted at the moment of conception by a divine act, an immediate creation ex nihilo
(Ray S. Anderson 1982:42f). Through the sexual act, the parents create the proper
physiological conditions for the existence of a human being, but they are only sec-
ondary agents in the process. Regarding this debate, Barth (1960:573) has suggested
that none of these theories lead us one step forward with regard to the origin of the
human.

The most that we can say is that a human person begins as any other creature, in a
biological process which entails fertilization and cell division. However, even in that
process, the resulting life form carries the form of the human, even in its prenatal stage.
Once conceived in a human womb, the embryo is essentially human, dependent only
upon sufficient bio-chemical support to come to birth as a human person. At the same
time, biological life is a necessary but insufficient condition to be human. The human
self is contingent upon something more than biological life (bios) in order to have vital
human life (zoe). In the New Testament, zoe refers to a person’s life made abundantly
full, and this life is inseparable from Jesus Christ as the source of life (cf. John 10:10; I
Timothy 6:11, 12, 19).

From this brief discussion we can conclude that the biblical terms soul and spirit
are primarily functional rather than denoting discrete substances or entities. As
such, while there are some distinctive patterns of use, the words used by the Bible to
denote aspects of human life are not analytical and precise in a philosophical or
semantic sense. Nonetheless, without the use of the word “soul” as a deep metaphor of
that which makes each human life personal and unique, we would lose semantic
contact with the essence of what it is to be a person created in the divine image and
likeness.

Is the soul immortal?

The word “soul” (nephesh) is never used to refer to something external to a person. The
“soul” refers to either the whole person, or some aspect of the person, such as what we
would call thoughts, feelings, energy, spirituality, the subjective viewpoint, mind,
personality, psychology, or breath. The soul could never exist outside of a person.
Death affects the soul as well as the body, says Barth (1960:370). “The ostensibly all-
powerful soul becomes completely impotent in death because it becomes bodiless.”
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When the Bible says that a person’s soul departed, it could be translated as “the person’s
life departed,” or “she died” (Genesis 35:18).

The Old Testament theologian Hans Walter Wolff (1974:20) says that the soul
(nephesh) of a person is “never given the meaning of an indestructible core of being, in
contradistinction to the physical life, and even capable of living when cut off from that
life.” Where there is mention of a “departing” of the soul from a person (Genesis 35:18),
or its “return” (Lamentations 1:11), the basic idea is that of a ceasing or restoration of
breathing.

The concept of an immortal soul is thus without clear biblical support. The saying
of Jesus in Matthew 10:28 should not be construed as teaching the immortality of the
soul: “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who
can destroy both soul and body in hell.” This does not say that the soul cannot be killed,
Barth reminds us, “but only that no man can kill it, while God has the power to cause
both soul and body to pass away and be destroyed in the nether world. Hence we do not
have here a doctrine of the immortality of the soul” (1960:379).

Humans are not described in Scripture as having a different earthly origin than
animals, but as having their origination, as human creatures, qualitatively marked off
from that of non-human creatures by the endowment of the divine image.

The Image and Likeness of God

In the biblical account of creation it is a personal relation with God that distinguishes
the human from all other creatures. As such, humans are endowed with a unique
quality of personhood as the primary content of the “image and likeness of God”
(Genesis 1:26-7, 5:1, 9:6).2

While the references to this divine image and likeness are rare in the Bible, the theme
runs throughout Scripture (cf. Psalm 8:5; Hebrews 2:5-9). Humans are of “more
value” than earth creatures (Matthew 6:26, 10:31, 12:9-12; Luke 12:24), and are the
object of God's special concern (Hebrews 2:14-18).°

The image and likeness of God (Genesis 1:26—7) can be understood as a capacity for
relationship with the self, others, and God in a knowing way, and an openness to a future
which provides hope and meaning to life (Ray S. Anderson 1982:215-26; see also
Saucy 1993:17-52). The physical body itself is not held to be in the image of God, such
that God has some aspect corresponding to the physical body of humans. Human beings
as “embodied souls” and “besouled bodies” are in the image of God as upheld by the
Spirit of God which attends and summons forth the human spirit (Barth 1960:350ff).

In the second creation account the divine image is not possessed by the single indi-
vidual: “it is not good that the man should be alone” (Genesis 2:18). Only when the
man and the woman exist as complementary forms of human being is there a sense of
completeness: “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Genesis 2:23).
From this passage, some contemporary theologians view this image and likeness more
in relational terms than as a static attribute or rational/spiritual capacity. It is in rela-
tionship with other persons as well as with God that the divine image is expressed (Berk-
ouwer 1962:8ff, 179, Barth 1960:196). This “ecological” relation between the physical
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and the non-physical aspects of the human self, and of one human with another, is
positively determined by this divine endowment and is subject to disorder and destruc-
tiveness when humans fall out of God'’s grace through sin.

The effect of sin on the image

In the biblical account, the original humans are depicted as being in a state of inno-
cence, under divine command and preservation, though subject to temptation. Sin
emerged as an act of self-determination in disobedience to the divine command
(Genesis 3). The holistic and relational nature of the soul/body unity as depicted in
Scripture is also reflected in the effects of sin.

The effects of sin produced disunity and disorder at the physical, social, psycholog-
ical, and spiritual core of human life such that the original unity of personal well being
as embodied soul and besouled body became disrupted and subject to dissolution and
death. The image of God as social, spiritual and moral health was corrupted and
became the source of pride, jealousy, hatred, and violence against others. The ecology
of human life in terms of relationship with the earth, with other humans, and with
God was thrown out of balance so that injustice, oppression, poverty, and war perme-
ated all of human society.

The theological concept of a “fall from grace” as the source of human disorder,
disease, violence, and death, is first of all a fatal spiritual “death” which affected every
aspect of human life. As a result, humans experience shame, confusion, guilt, and
alienation from God as well as distrust of each other. Physical death, while not occur-
ring instantly as a result of sin, became an inevitable consequence of the spiritual sep-
aration from God, as both body and soul have no immortality apart from the Spirit of
God. Sin did not result in the loss of immortality as an intrinsic characteristic of the
soul, but rather, made the human as a body/soul unity subject to the natural mortal-
ity of creaturely life.*

A Christian view of the human is rooted in this biblical portrayal of the origin and
destiny of persons as bearing the divine image, as objects of divine love and grace, and
of infinite value, despite the inveterate tendencies toward evil and violence found in
every culture. The solidarity of all persons as bound together in a common humanity
despite differences of race, religion, sexual orientation, and culture is a concept derived
out of the New Testament construct of the Adam—Christ relation. For the Apostle Paul,
the figure of Adam stands as the bond of all humanity in a common origin and a
common fate. But this is not a universal principle accessible to general knowledge. It is
only through the person of Jesus Christ that Paul can say that “even as one man'’s
trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to
acquittal and life for all men” (Romans 5:18).

Paul attributes cosmic and anthropological significance to the incarnation of God in
the person of Jesus, “descended from David according to the flesh and designated Son
of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead”
(Romans 1:3). Paul’s vision of humanity is first of all through Christ and then back to
Adam. In the relation of Christ to Adam, all humans are bound into a solidarity of life
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under God’s election and promise, and thus all are bound up in the solidarity of sin. Sin
is not attributable to biological, racial, or cultural forms of humanity. Rather, sin is a
disruption of the core social paradigm for humanity found in every race, culture, and
nation. Because the consequence of sin is death, it is death that is the basic human
dilemma, not merely sin. Thus Paul says, “If, because of one man'’s trespass, death
reigned through that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of
grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ”
(Romans 5:17). True humanity is now found in Christ who has conquered death, so
that all humans who die because of Adam’s sin can now find their humanity restored
in being related to Christ.

In a theological anthropology, human nature is not defined ultimately by tracing
back humanity to its origin, nor by explaining humanity in terms of its existence under
the conditions of sin. Rather, human nature is creaturely life experienced as personal,
social, sexual, and spiritual life under divine determination, judgment, and promise. In
a theological anthropology, sin is understood as a failure to live humanly in every area
of social, personal, sexual, and spiritual life. Therefore, salvation from sin is also to be
experienced as the recovery of true humanity in each of these aspects of life. The ten-
dency of some to view salvation as “saving souls” without regard to the total life of the
person as a physical, social, and psychological being is more of a Greek concept than a
Christian one. From the perspective of theological anthropology, salvation touches each
area of a person’s embodied life, though not with equal effect short of the resurrection
of the body.

The Concept of Self

The concept of the self in modern philosophy can be traced back as far as Descartes
(1596-1650), who introduced the concept of the self as a spiritual substance. Locke
(1632-1704) disputed this concept of Descartes’s and suggested that the existence of
the self depends on consciousness of oneself continuing in the present the same as in
the past. This self is the seat of personal identity as distinct from the soul or spiritual
substance. Hume (1711-76) found it impossible to intuit a permanent self by an analy-
sis of consciousness. The self only had subjective validity as an inference drawn from
experience, though he admitted that the self was always more than the experience of
the self at any one time. Kant (1724—1804) restricted the status of the self to the phe-
nomenal realm of experience. where the self is something which persons are called
upon to realize and bring into existence through response to duty and freedom. In this
conscious ethical action, the true self comes to know itself. Fichte (1762-1814), fol-
lowed by Hegel (1770-1831), developed an ideal concept of the self through a dialec-
tical process by which an absolute subject emerges which guarantees the unity of the
self in the face of the antithetical principles of existence. William James (1842-1910)
suggested a psychological approach to the self as the functional center of the person
who is known by others as this person, and thus who knows himself or herself through
these many “social selves.” Psychology, concluded James, has little use for a concept of
the self as an entity.
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Modern psychology at first tended to reject a concept of the self as inaccessible to
empirical study and thus not formalizable in psychological theories. The banishment of
the self was most pronounced in the work of Skinner (1953) and the development of
behaviorism. At the same time, in the more recent work in the neo-Freudian analytic
school of ego psychology represented by the British object-relations psychology, there
is renewed interest in the self (Guntrip 1971). This is also true in the so-called third-
force psychologies: humanistic psychology, existential psychology, and phenomenology.
In these movements the self is considered not only as driven by urges or outside stimuli,
but moved by meanings and values.

Social psychologists gave attention to self-conception variables in their theories
about interpersonal attraction and conformity behaviors, but with little concern for
the concept of a self lying behind the socially formed identity of the person. Theorists
and researchers have thus far considered the self almost entirely as a phenomenon
of self-consciousness. Rogers (1961) was one of the first clinicians to attempt
extensive research on self-conceptions and described the self as an organized con-
figuration of perceptions which are admissible to awareness. While there is continued
interest in the phenomenon of the self in both philosophical and psychological
literature, there is little agreement as to the existence of a self beyond the variables of
self-perception.

Moral philosophers and ethicists are generally committed to the concept of a self
that has continuity over time as a basis for attributing moral responsibility. Many assert
that it is illogical to hold a person morally responsible for an act unless that act is freely
performed by the person. In this respect, Kant at least provided a basis for considering
the self as a moral agent accountable to the categorical imperative of willing the good
as an ethical duty for all persons in all situations. Macmurray (1957) argued that self-
hood is derivative of personal agency in positive interaction with other persons.

The being of the self thus precedes its “self-identity” as a psychologically conditioned
aspect. Theologically, one might say that the image of God as constitutive of the self is
more than the “religious” aspect of the self. It is the entire self, both in its being and in
its becoming.

Biblical views of the self

The Bible rarely uses the word “self” in the sense of self-life. In the New Testament, the
major instance is the phrase “deny yourself” (Matthew 16:24; Mark 8:34; Luke 9:23).
These three passages refer to the same incident, in which Jesus reminds his disciples
that, like him in his own devotion to the service of God, they too must be willing to turn
away from the kind of self-preoccupation that leads to loss of life, but invest themselves
in daily commitment to God’s sovereign will and thus “gain their life.” The “old self”
(Romans 6:6; sometimes called “flesh” by Paul, Romans 7:18) is devoted to self-interest,
while the “new self” (Ephesians 4:24; Colossians 3:10; sometimes spoken of as being
“raised with Christ,” Ephesians 2:5-6) is devoted to self-fulfillment and realization of
one'’s deepest longings and eternal joy through the indwelling Holy Spirit. In the
vocabulary of the New Testament, “self” can mean negatively the egocentric self-life,
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but it can also mean positively the person’s soul or spirit, which is of inestimable value
both to God and, therefore, to oneself (Clark 1990:309-17). We are to love God with
all of our heart, soul, strength, and mind, and “our neighbor as ourselves” (Matthew
22:39).

Christian faith requires the concept of the self in much the same way as does moral
philosophy. God is viewed as the judge of all humankind, who holds persons responsi-
ble for their actions. The continued identity of the self as originally created by God,
fallen into sin, restored through divine forgiveness based on the atonement of Christ,
and destined to inherit eternal life through resurrection, is essential to Christian faith.
Created in the image of God, who is considered to be the quintessence of personal being,
humans are held to be inherently personal. Violation of this personal being unique to
each individual carries with it severe consequences in the biblical literature (cf. Genesis
9:6; Matthew 18:6).

The continuity of self-identity through death and resurrection

“If mortals die, will they live again?” is a question older than Job (14:14), but asked by
every new generation. Not content with vague, impersonal generalities, Job persisted:
“After my skin has been thus destroyed, then in my flesh I shall see God . . . and my eyes
shall behold, and not another” (19:27).

The concept of resurrection may not have been clear in the mind of Job, but he
clearly expresses the desire that his very own self (soul) would survive the destruction
of his flesh so that he, in his body, should stand before God. It is his own self-identity —
and not another — that must survive, not merely as an extension of his present life, but
that he could finally confront God. It was not death itself that tormented Job, but the
loss of God’s presence and affirmation.

The majority of persons who believe in some form of life after death assume the exis-
tence of some form of a non-physical personal entity that survives, whether it is called
soul or spirit. Biblical revelation supports the belief that personal self-identity contin-
ues after death, but that this is solely due to God’s sovereign determination, not due to
an immortal soul or mind residing in the human person. What is at stake is not only
the belief that there is life after death, but whether or not that life is due to something
resident in human nature or whether it is due to God’s power and Spirit. The Bible views
death as the end of human life in its totality, except for the sovereign power and deter-
mination of God; only through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ do we have
assurance of our own resurrection and continuing identity following death.

We must admit that the Bible does not provide an answer as to how personal self-
identity continues through the death and resurrection process in such a way that it is
the very same person who dies with a corruptible body and is raised with an incor-
ruptible body, as Paul seems to indicate is the case. Paul’s argument in I Corinthians
15 rests on the fact that the same Christ who died was raised again; and if this is true,
then those who die “in Christ” will also be raised. The testimony of the disciples to the
fact that it was the same Jesus that died who presented himself to them alive supports
Paul’s argument, even though he probably only had access to this information through
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their oral report. The written report which came after Paul’s death confirms this truth
(cf. John 20:19-29).

Where Scripture does affirm the stability and continuity of the self through death
and resurrection, the basis is not the existence of an indestructible soul but the guar-
antee of the Spirit of God (II Corinthians 5:5). The assurance that self-identity will
survive death is not based on some non-physical aspect of the person but on the bond
between the risen Jesus Christ and the believer through the Holy Spirit. “If the Spirit of
him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead
will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you” (Romans
8:11; cf. I Thessalonians 4:13-15).

Ethical Issues

Critical ethical issues relating to conception as well as to termination of life are first of
all questions as to what constitutes human life. A theological anthropology is the
underlying moral basis for ethical rules for living and dying. We are to “love our neigh-
bors as ourselves” (Matthew 22:39). The unborn, though not yet persons in the full
sense, are “neighbors” in the human sense and thus can claim a moral demand upon
the living for the preservation of their life within the limits of human possibility. Phys-
ical life has intrinsic and relative value as possibility, though it does not constitute an
absolute value. The absolute value of human life is upheld by God through the frailties,
torments, and trauma of life on this earth.

Even as it could be a violation of the value of human life to be forced to live merely
at the biological level, so it would be a violation of the value of human life to be forced
to live in a role structure (economic, social, or political) which has as a consequence
the deprivation of life as a gift, to be with and for the other in a relationship of parity
and reciprocity. “Human rights” are thus grounded in the ecological construct of
humanity itself, not in an abstract principle mediated through self-determination; the
other person has a right to my responsible action in upholding her own humanity, but
not the right to kill me for failing in this responsibility. The “right” to be free from a
person or persons who diminish my own quality of life is qualified by my need of
persons to uphold the gift of life which constitutes my humanity.

A theological anthropology is the positive moral basis for the liberation of human
sexuality from degradation, oppression, and exploitation; in Christ, “there is neither Jew
nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female,” for in Christ all are one (Galatians 3:28).
Human personhood is male and female, male or female, equally and mutually human,
a polarity and community of personal being manifest through biological sexual differ-
entiation, but under the promise of freedom from such limitations through life beyond
death.

Because our humanity is under divine determination, judgment, and redemption —
from Adam to Christ — a Christian vision of the human is liberating, hopeful, and ther-
apeutic. In life beyond death through the new humanity of Jesus Christ, there will
no longer be “mourning, nor crying, nor pain” (Revelations 21:4). The final vision of
humanity is more human than human imagination or experience can picture.
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Notes

1 For adiscussion of the history of doctrine with regard to the trichotomy and dichotomy con-
troversy, see Barth (1960:355).

2 “For Man to be created in the likeness of God's image can only mean that on him, too, per-
sonhood is bestowed as the definitive characteristic of his nature. . . . This quality of person-
hood shapes the totality of his psycho-physical existence; it is this which comprises the
essentially human, and distinguishes him from all other creatures” (W. Eichrodt 1975:126).

3 Eichrodt reflects on Psalm 8:4 as follows:“Ultimately therefore it is a spiritual factor which
determines the value Man sets upon himself, namely his consciousness of partnership with
God, a privilege of which no other creation is considered worthy” (Eichrodt 1975:120-1).

4 For a discussion of the concept of human mortality see my book, Theology, Death and Dying
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), pp. 37-63.
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CHAPTER 7
History

William Dean

In Western thought there are two principal theories of history, which I will call “the
witness theory of history” and “the participant theory of history.” The first makes the
historian an observer of the past, and the second makes the historian an improviser on
the past, who not only observes but creatively shapes the past.

They focus on history, not on some ideal world beyond history. They refer to contin-
gent, unrepeatable, spatial, and temporal events in order to explain why societies and
their meanings change, rather than to eternal things to explain why societies should
become what they ideally are.

When the witness and participant theories of history turn to religion, they both see
religion as historical and claim that God is known primarily in the events of history.

The choices between the witness and participant theories of history have greatly
affected the development of religion in the West. The witness theory has prevailed (at
least in Christianity), but the participant theory of history, like a dog at the heels, has
continued to challenge the witness theory.

I will comment informally on the unfolding story of the contrast between these two
theories as it anticipated and then guided the history of Christianity; but initially, I
should warn that my discussion is limited. I leave out rationalistic and mystical
accounts of religion, on the grounds that — no matter how popular they are today —
they refer primarily to permanent ideals located beyond historical flux, and thus
do not belong in a discussion of theories of history. When I discuss history I discuss
what it has meant to various civilizations (Hebrew, classical, modern, postmodern),
rather than to what it has meant to individuals. I accept the Dutch historian Johan
Huizinga's definition of history as “the intellectual form in which a civilization renders
account to itself of its past” (Huizinga 1963:9). Also, I discuss theories of history,
people’s ideas of the nature and consequences of historical change. I include enough
historical evidence to define and relate those theories, but not enough to justify either
theory.!
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The Witness Theory of History and the Participant Theory
of History

According to the witness theory of history, the person who is a religious historian and
a believer is a witness, a person who receives historical evidence and religious truth.
First, as historian, he or she examines rigorously and judiciously a body of historical
evidence. Secondly, as a believer, he or she sees that evidence as a metaphor for spiri-
tual realities that lie beyond history, including the God who lies beyond history. The
obligation of the historian and the believer is to be a good witness to how changes in
historical evidence explain changes in the knowledge of spiritual realities.

According to the participant theory of history, the historian and believer is not only
a recipient of historical evidence and its truths but also a participant, a person who
actively shapes, or interprets, historical evidence and religious truth. The historian
attempts to be not only passive but also active, particularly when making judgments
about history. The believer unapologetically intervenes in historical events, revising the
past to make it more responsive to present religious needs.

The differences between these two theories of history should not be exaggerated. To
be a witness of history is not to be an indifferent spectator of history, but to resonate
personally with the truths as they speak through the evidence. Also, witnesses of
history are never so passive that they escape entirely the need actively to interpret
history in ways it has never before been interpreted. To be a participant in history is not
to make history whatever one wants it to be, but to recognize that the past permits only
some, not any, interpretations, and that to step beyond the bounds of what the evidence
permits is to turn history into fantasy.

The two theories have different origins and outcomes. The witness theory of history
can be traced at least to the Greeks, perhaps beyond the Greeks. It is exemplified by some
classical Greek thinkers, especially historians, but not by Greeks such as Homer, for
whom history is more about myths than about actual events. The witness theory has
shaped fifteen hundred years of classical theology and has led to the modern academic
discipline of history. The participant theory of history can be traced to the authors
of the Hebrew Bible. It has been neglected, at least until recently, by historians and
theologians; but many people who are not scholars have favored it, as though
intuitively. It appears to be newly viable in the academic world, especially for post-
modern scholars.

It is tempting to tag these two kinds of history: “History for the Hellenes” and
“History for the Hebrews.”? Taken too seriously, the tags could encourage people to
make all Greeks alike and all Hebrews alike, setting up a simple-minded distinction
between Athens and Jerusalem. But, reckless as they are, these labels properly person-
alize the rivalry between the two theories and suggest why the theories thrive in some
periods and not in others. The witness theory is properly associated with the ra-
tionalistic side of the classical Greek character, and thrives in times when people are
confident enough to believe they can understand history, perhaps even objectively, if
they just listen critically. The participant theory of history is properly associated with
the Hebrew preference for the concrete and the avoidance of the abstract, and thrives
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in times when people have diminished confidence in their rational abilities and believe
that the meaning of history is uncertain, as it is for many today.

History for the Hellenes and History for the Hebrews

For Herodotus (484—424 BcE) and Thucydides (460-399 BcE) history was, more than
anything else, a body of evidence about the past, and the purpose of the historians was
to help others to use that evidence. To witness to this evidence was not to be totally
passive, but to be active enough to discover what is objectively the case. Herodotus
wrote, he said, so “that men’s actions may not in time be forgotten nor things great and
wonderful, accomplished whether by Greeks or barbarians, go without report” (1958,
vol. 1:1). Thucydides disparaged “the vulgar,” who are careless “in the investigation of
truth, accepting readily the first story that comes to hand.” He, however, could “rest
satisfied with having proceeded upon the clearest data, and having arrived at conclu-
sions as exact as can be expected in matters of such antiquity” (1959:230). Admittedly,
both Herodotus and Thucydides mixed their witness with strong interpretations; in
their histories both consistently favored the Greeks; Herodotus included legends he
knew were apocryphal; and Thucydides invented speeches for his long-dead heroes.
Nevertheless, their high seriousness about memory and objectivity makes them wit-
nessing historians.

For the Hebrew historians — the writers of the Pentateuch, the histories, and the
prophetic literature — history was not primarily a body of evidence, but was an inter-
action, a creative interaction in which both they and their God participated. They
assumed that God decided how to address the Israelites in particular times and places,
and they assumed that their own reading of God’s largely mysterious will was more like
a construction than a rational inquiry seeking the objective truth. Although never
making the point abstractly, they seem, nevertheless, to have assumed that both God
and the believer participated in the continuous making and re-making of the truth.

Because the Greek historians tended to believe that they must weigh conflicting
interpretations, seek the most reliable account, respect accuracy, and aspire even to
objectivity, they can be credited with having introduced what became the modern aca-
demic standards for writing history.

Like the Greeks, the Hebrew historians were anxious to get history right; they
worried, for example, that they might be misled by false prophets. But they were not
preoccupied with technical criteria for determining what was the most reliable account
of an event. They were more interested in the religious attentiveness of the historian
and they allowed conflicting accounts to stand unevaluated and side by side in their
scriptures — something that would astound most modern historians.

The Greeks, said Arnaldo Momigliano, “liked history, but never made it the founda-
tion of their lives.” The Greek historians’ inquiry could be dispassionate partly because
it did not determine the meaning of their lives. They found their religious meanings in
rhetorical schools, mystery cults, or philosophies, none of which depended directly on
historical evidence. Plato, for example, believed that the search for truth had to begin in
history, but that history itself contained nothing fundamentally important. History was
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little more than a window to truths on the other side of history, to universal truths unaf-
fected by time and place and circumstance; whereas for the Hebrews, Momigliano says,
“history and religion were one” (Momigliano 1990:20). The divine lived in, not beyond,
history. History told of a people’s spiritual and physical negotiations with the divine and
of how people’s spiritual and physical existence depended on these negotiations.

Because what was most important was manifest only in history, narratives were
important for both Greek and Hebrew historians. Because they are chronological, nar-
ratives can represent temporal activities the way pure ideas, which characteristically
represent non-temporal things, cannot. But for the Greeks the narrative tended to be a
metaphor referring to a non-narrative reality behind history. For the Hebrews the nar-
rative was not a metaphor for truths beyond history, but a representation of historical
realities themselves. For the Hebrews, history is as deep as it gets; it is history all the
way down.

The sequels to these ancient beginnings of historiography are confusing. By the
middle of the fourth century Bck, the Jews began to lose interest in writing history and
in finding meaning within historical process. They based their religious lives on the his-
torical Torah, but made its meaning as fixed as the Greeks’ eternal truths. The witness
theory of history was adopted by the Romans, sustained at a theoretical level by the
Christian ecclesiastical historians and theologians, and then brought into the modern
era, where it remained the standard way to understand history. Nevertheless, popular
Judaism and Christianity kept alive a participant theory of history, and that theory is
now seriously challenging the witness theory of history.

The Participant Theory of History and the Ancient Hebrews

For the early Hebrews, the truth about God was known in traditions, and traditions
were shaped in history. The Hebrews saw tradition as an expression of God’s will in the
past, but it was not frozen, forever the same. Clearly, tradition was not truth in its own
right, but an instrument for understanding how God’s will addressed problems in
Israel’s history. But as Israel’s problems changed, so did God’s will. Thus, tradition
expressed God's changing will for past and, finally, even for present situations. But for
tradition to speak to the present, it had to be reconstructed, and this reconstruction
required the participation of the historian.

Thus, the Hebrews emphasized changes in God’s will and they emphasized the
believer’s role in those changes. This emphasis on the change in God’s will and on the
believer’s contribution to that change was unmatched by anything in the Greek world.
The difference between the Hebrew emphasis on change and the Greek lack of empha-
sis may have arisen because the Hebrew world was theologically different from the
Greek world. The Hebrews believed in one God, not many, and for this same God to
address new problems, it had to speak or be heard in new ways. Getting new truth from
the same God was less of an issue for the Greeks, who had many Gods, able to address
in more or less typical and consistent ways a variety of problems. The Hebrews had no
choice but to make the will of God historical (or situation-specific) and to make their
interpretation of that will different in each new situation.
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This emphasis on change and interpretation can be illustrated by a look at the
changing meanings of the Torah (the law of the Hebrews, given in the Pentateuch, the
first five books of the Christian Old Testament and the Hebrew Bible). Old Testament
historian Martin Noth argues that Pentateuchal law did not express the fixed will of a
fixed God, but the will of God for a particular situation. That law was affected, for
example, by the new political and social situation at the time of the settlement in the
land of Canaan. Also, Hebrew settlers constructively shaped their Covenant with God,
distinguishing their religious life from that of the surrounding Canaanites. It is not an
exaggeration to say that the settlers and their God conspired to create laws and that,
later, the law, as part of the settled past, went on to create in new ways their own cre-
ators (God and the Hebrews). Thus, Noth argues that originally the laws were not
absolute, but relative to particular historical situations. They “presupposed a particu-
lar state of affairs, as laws normally do in human history,” he said (Noth 1966:104).
Similarly, Gerhard von Rad has argued that each generation was presented with a new
historical situation and “with the ever-identical and yet ever-new task of understand-
ing itself as Israel.” Israel allowed its literature, in a kind of “law of theological dialec-
tic,” to add strangely contradictory accounts of its past. At each juncture, von Rad said,
Israel acted largely in continuity, but also partly in discontinuity with its past (von Rad
1962, vol. 1: v, vi, 119).

However, as the Bible grew, the laws moved from being situation-specific, or
“historical,” to becoming non-historical. In the post-exilic period, the laws became
simply “the law,” no longer community- or situation-responsive, but fixed and eternal.
Now, says Noth, “ ‘The law’ became an absolute entity, valid without respect to prece-
dent, time or history; based on itself, binding simply because it existed as law, because
it was of divine origin and authority” (Noth 1966:86; italics are Noth’s). Or, as
Momigliano says, the law became “the Torah,” and for Hellenistic Jews, “There is no
earlier and no later in the Torah” (Momigliano 1990:23). The laws arose from history
but they became fixed metaphors for a God whose will had become, in effect, indepen-
dent of history.

Whereas earlier, Douglas Knight said, Israel’s “tradition process” presupposed that
not only Israel’s law but its general religious meanings were revised to fit new social sit-
uations, and that the people played an indispensable role in that revision, Knight gets
at the participatory, tradition-creating process by connecting changes in religious tra-
dition to changes in the revelation of God. First, past tradition provides the framework
in terms of which past revelation is understood and present revelation can occur.
Secondly, because traditions fit specific situations and because situations are constantly
changing, new renditions of the tradition must be made, and, thus, new revelations
occur. Thirdly, the new revelations are channeled to the future by a continuity among
traditions through time. Of course, none of this implies that revelation is “progressive.”
(What would progress mean, how would it be even measured, without some fixed stan-
dard of meaning, which the tradition process itself makes impossible?) But Knight says
that, while not progressive, the tradition process, nevertheless, “creates new meaning”
(Knight 1977:169).

Thus, the Hebrews took their religious identity, not from beyond history, but from
within history. It was history that provided both the old traditions and the new,

“
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incongruous situations that required new interpretations leading to revised traditions.
The new interpretations also were contingent and decisional — in effect, historical. Past
revelations were always outrun; new traditions gave new knowledge of God; and, for
these reasons, the God of the future was necessarily unknown.

This traditioning process was sustained, at least partially, in the activities of Jesus
and in the early Church. The Jews lived under the domination of the Roman Empire,
hoped for the restoration of a political kingdom or the arrival of an eschatological
kingdom, and yearned for a viable faith appropriate to these new expectations. Once
again, the historical context provided new questions that for some were answered by
Jesus as the Christ.

History for the Hebrews can be characterized as a participant theory of history. The
person who is historian and believer, the situation, and God conspired together so that
old traditions and truths could be revised to answer new problems. None of this is to
deny that history has structure, unity or aims, but it affirms that they arise in and are
altered as a result of historical participation. Even God is seen as a historical partici-
pant, one who makes promises, fulfills promises, reacts in anger, and makes judgments,
working within continuities of tradition and breaking continuities of tradition.

To overlook the importance of this historical process, particularly in the modern era,
is, von Rad caustically suggests, just what can be expected from the “high-handed
methods of pneumatic theology” (von Rad 1955:3) — theology that witnesses to spiri-
tual or ideal truths rather than participates fully in ever-changing historical events and
meanings.

The Witness Theory of History and Classical Christian Theology

Basing their work only partly on the Old Testament, the third- and fourth-century
founders of Christian historiography introduced the leading edge of just that “pneu-
matic theology.” While history was the study of evidence of historical events, this evi-
dence was seen as a metaphor, not for the events of history but for realities located
beyond history. As a historian, one witnessed to that evidence, and as a believer, one
witnessed to its metaphorical meaning.

Eusebius of Caesarea (265-339 or 340 cE), who founded Christian ecclesiastical
history, and Augustine of Hippo (354—430, cE), who founded classical Christian theol-
ogy, came closer to following Herodotus, who saw history as evidence and metaphor,
than to the ancient Hebrews, for whom history was a result of interactive participa-
tion. As heirs of the Hebrew emphasis on history, these early classical Christian
thinkers insisted on historical study and were sharply critical of those who neglected
the Scriptures, which for them were the historical locus of revelation. But as occupants
of a Hellenistic culture and as heirs to Stoic and neo-Platonic traditions of thought
(Eusebius was a disciple of Origin; Augustine, a neo-Platonist), they were imbued with
a philosophy that allowed them (1) to separate spiritual realities from material realities,
and (2) to locate spiritual realities outside and above history and to confine material
realities to history. Accordingly, while historical events were to be known, the impor-
tant truth was to be found in things unseen, things beyond history.
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In his Ecclesiastical History, Eusebius is the witness to evidence, carefully portraying
the history of the Church from its beginnings until the time of his writing (324 or 325).
He was, he said, “the first to undertake this present project” of ecclesiastical history.
Seeking to “escape error and danger,” he read those who have left “faint traces, in which
in their several ways they have bequeathed to us particular accounts of the times
through which they passed.” He had “plucked, as it were, from meadows of literature
suitable passages from these authors of long ago” (1954:3-4).

As a believer he was witness to the Word, embodied in its greatest clarity by Jesus.
Eusebius examined historical evidence of the Church and then treated that evidence as
a metaphor for the workings of the Word, seeing church leaders as “the ambassadors
of the divine word,” just as the great prophets and apostles were the “vessels” of the
Word (1954:3, 4, 9, 37). Old Testament laws, for example, were not new responses to
new situations, but only particular representations of the universal and eternal Word.
And the criterion for the success or failure of the Church’s life was not the creativity of
its response to new situations, but the consistency of its replication of the one eternal
Word.

Eusebius, like most classical Greeks, never made history itself the source for the reli-
gious life; for Eusebius history and religion were not one. The true source of religion
lay outside history, as it did for the Greek historians. It lay in the Word as it was mani-
fest in the Scriptures, just as, for the classical Greeks, the source lay in the truths offered
by rhetorical schools, mystery cults, and philosophies.

Just as the Hellenistic Jews made the truth of the Torah ahistorical and eternal,
Eusebius and his Christian successors made the Word ahistorical and eternal. In each
case, the historian and the believer witnessed to history, both as evidence and as
metaphor. For both the Hellenistic Jews and Hellenistic Christians, care for evidence
was of vital importance, for it was the metaphorical medium for the contemporary reli-
gious person. But for both, the vital question was: To what extent does history repre-
sent something beyond history?

Just as the Hellenistic Jews treasured the original law, Eusebius treasured the life and
sayings of Jesus and the early Church, for in these original instances the Word was most
perfectly manifest. Consistency with Jesus and the early Church became the working
criterion of ecclesiastical success and the standard for Christian ecclesiastical histori-
ans. “In no other history,” says Momigliano, “does precedent mean so much as in eccle-
siastical history” (Momigliano 1990:136).

Less than two centuries after Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History, written in 324 or 325,
church history went into eclipse. The historian’s technical study of history was gradu-
ally replaced by the theologian’s philosophy of history. The transition was smooth, for
the theologians also supported a witness theory of history, but with greater philo-
sophical self-consciousness. A standard theology corresponding with that theory was
established, and predominate until the twentieth century — as can be illustrated by brief
comments on how history was treated by Augustine of Hippo, Martin Luther, Thomas
Aquinas, and the twentieth-century theologian Paul Tillich.

Both Augustine (354-430) and Luther (1483-1546) recognized, to put it in
Augustine’s words, that “whatever evidence we have of past times in that which is
called history helps us a great deal in the understanding of sacred books, even if we
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learned it outside of the Church as a part of our childhood education” (Augustine
1958:63). Both Augustine and Luther trusted reason and observation as ways to
understand what for Augustine was the City of Man or for Luther was the earthly
kingdom. But history was important because it was an instrument of God'’s eternal will,
a will that cannot be contained in history itself. Thus, according to Augustine, the sack
of Rome seen as mere historical evidence is just so much activity; when seen from faith,
it became a metaphor for the essential meaning of life apart from faith.

This duality between material history and ahistorical truth is particularly clear in
Augustine’s “On Nature and Grace,” where Augustine debates Pelagius, and in Luther’s
On the Bondage of the Will, where Luther debates Erasmus. In important respects, these
debates were debates between the witness theory of history and the participant theory
of history. According to Augustine and Luther, Pelagius and Erasmus were wrong in
believing that people could contribute to their salvation. Pelagius and Erasmus did not
understand that history is instructive only when it is seen to reflect a reality beyond
history, the will of God. History is so devoid of contingency and decision, and God’s
control of history is so complete, that both Augustine and Luther were driven to intro-
duce a theory of predestination. For both Augustine and Luther, history is the arena,
not for human accomplishment, but for faithful witness to God’s eternal grace as it
operates through history from beyond history. The failing of Pelagius and Erasmus was
that they did not make historical salvation totally dependent on God’s unchanging will.
They allowed history to be somewhat dependent on human initiative.

When Augustine and Luther deny the efficacy of human decisions and acts, they
make impossible the Hebrew historiography, the participant theory of history. History
for the Hebrews must assume a measure of human freedom: the freedom to reinterpret
an earlier tradition, adjusting it to a new historical situation; thereby, the freedom par-
tially to alter a community’s relation to God; and thereby, the freedom to participate
actively in the salvation process. But for Augustine and Luther, salvation in history is
the expression of an eternal and irresistible divine force. Traditions and relations
cannot be reinterpreted, certainly not by free acts of human participation. The
only appropriate initial response to God’s will is to witness it, helplessly. Augustine
reached this truth as a Platonist, Luther as a nominalist (who treated ideas as names
of things rather than as manifestations of universal truths). Nevertheless, for both
Augustine and Luther history was utterly dependent on the creating and redeeming
will of God.

Thomas Aquinas (1224-74) adopted a different approach, one that came closer
than Augustine’s and Luther’s to a participant theory of history. For him, the univer-
sal truths that manifest God’s will do reside in history, rather than beyond history.
Natural knowledge can be understood through a combination of sense experience,
memory, and reason, as they relate to history. Revealed knowledge comes from the basi-
cally historical locus of events recorded in Scripture. In addition, God is currently active
in history, giving the world its final, formal, efficient, and material causes (Aquinas
1975:86-104). Unlike Augustine and Luther, Thomas assumed that humans are able
to carry history in directions that God had not intended. All of this would seem to allow
human decision, also active in history, the power to interact with a historical God and
to affect the course of history and salvation.
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However, for Aquinas God’s influence on history is necessary and incontrovertible.
Thus, though Aquinas acknowledges that humans are free to affect history, the ques-
tion of how freedom is to be exercised is rendered mute. God is self-caused, necessary,
eternal, immutable, and omnipotent, and therefore unaffected by history. And because
God’s influence is ubiquitous and irresistible, there is no way (unless it be mysterious)
in which human freedom could be effective. In the final analysis, Thomas believed that
human initiative could not affect salvation, as the participant theory of history had
suggested it could.

Paul Tillich (1886-1965), a German theologian who emigrated to America, is often
seen as a modern successor to Augustine and Luther and for good reason, especially
with regard to the interpretation of history. For Tillich, history is finite and is known
through a rigorous examination of finite events. History becomes theologically sig-
nificant only when faith “transfers historical truth into the dimension of the truth
of faith” (Tillich 1957:86), allowing history to refer to the infinite and, therefore, to
what is non-historical. Thus, “historical revelation is not revelation in history but
through history” (Tillich 1951:120; emphasis as in original). History can be the finite,
symbolic medium through which the Ultimate becomes manifest. Accordingly, the
Christ can be known to finite minds only through symbols in finite history. Thus, for
Christianity, the Christ is symbolized in Jesus. To interpret finite, historical events as the
activity of God is to reduce the infinite to the finite and to create an idol. For the same
reasons, it is idolatrous to presume that finite human initiative can affect the infinite
God.

Tillich followed the romantic and idealistic traditions of modern Europe, particularly
F. W. Schelling’s nineteenth-century idealism, rather than Augustine’s fifth-century
Platonism. In his theory of history, Tillich did not deviate significantly from Friedrich
Schleiermacher (1768-1834), also a philosophical idealist. Tillich’s modern idealism
led him to a witness theory of history, bringing him closer to the classical Greeks than
to the biblical Hebrews.

Finally, it should be noted that Tillich is no anachronistic stranger to twentieth-
century theology. In his understanding of history, he represents the most important
group of twentieth-century theologians, who might be called “old historicists.”
Reinhold Niebuhr, Wolfhart Pannenberg, Langdon Gilkey, and Roger Shinn, for
example, proved themselves to be historicists when they denied classical and Reforma-
tion theology’s divine determinism and acknowledged that history is indeterminate,
deeply ambiguous, and capable of generating new forms of religious meaning. They
intended also to separate themselves from most Greek philosophers and historians,
sometimes (and largely inaccurately) claiming the Greeks were ahistorical because they
thought history was cyclical, or recurrent. Nevertheless, they were old historicists
because they retained a belief in the timeless validity and universal applicability of
Gospel truth and a belief that historical behavior should be religiously assessed only by
reference to a truth that transcends history. Like Tillich, they had the believer seeing a
dimension of reality unknown to the pure historian. They were and are critical and
balanced historians for whom secular history is both evidence of the finite past and a
medium for ultimate meaning; but they directed their faith beyond history rather than
to history and the historical activity of humans.
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The Revival of the Participant Theory of History

Meanwhile, as over the centuries the witness view of history reigned in academic his-
toriography and theology, for ordinary religious people the skies hung very low indeed,
low enough for the Gods to be affected by history, as well as to affect history. Whether
negotiating with God through prayer, ritual exercises, or moral behaviors, participants
in popular Christianity tended to believe that they had real influence on the ultimate
meaning of historical events. History was an arena in which people could interact
effectively with God, Jesus, Mary, the angels, and the saints. In the twentieth century
the trust in the effects of human participation was most evident in evangelical and
fundamentalist sects and in the practices of the more literalistic laity in orthodox
denominations. They kept alive the participant theory of history, even though its
supernaturalism contradicted the naturalism of the rising scientific world view. When
the theologians and church leaders rejected popular Christianity for its crudeness, they
also ceded — unwittingly, it seems — the dominant biblical view of history to the popular
Christianity they criticized.

Gradually, this underground participant theory of history gained currency in
learned circles, beginning, most obviously, with the philosophy of history of Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1813). For Hegel, history does not point beyond itself
to an ahistorical (Platonic, idealistic) realm of pure ideas, but contains all that is real
and important. There is an implicit purpose or Spirit in the world, and it works in and
through the particularities of historical activity as they dialectically unfold, converting
mere possibilities into settled historical events. People should participate in that unfold-
ing; to see themselves as merely witnesses to history is to miss the real action.

Although Hegel took a giant step toward a modern, participant view of history, his
Lectures on the Philosophy of World History claimed both too much and too little for
history. For example, he claimed too much for history when he identified the Absolute
Spirit, as it operates in a nation, with the actual historical spirit of that nation. In doing
this, he put the actions of at least one state beyond the independent judgment of God
or of the prophet, thereby paving the way for the religious nationalism that was later
embodied in twentieth-century fascism. Ironically in his effort to emphasize history, he
put history beyond the judgment of the participants in history. On the other hand,
Hegel claimed too little for history, making it the passive instrument of a coercive dialec-
tical logic. He denatured history by denying, in effect, just those arbitrary, accidental,
free decisions of people or of God that were the genius of the Hebrew participant view
of history (Hegel 1975:103, 28).

The strengths and weaknesses of Hegel's historicism were seen by Ernst Troeltsch
(1865-1923) when in 1902 he announced that the “new world” was developing
“an unreservedly historical view of human affairs.” He turned to the “historico-critical”
theories of Schleiermacher and Hegel as the only serious acknowledgments of the impor-
tance of historicity in religion, but then noted that when they made Christianity the
historical husk of the Absolute kernel, they effectively absolutized one religion, making
it independent of particular historical circumstances (Troeltsch 1971:45, 71-2). He
went on to claim that “Christianity has . . . no historical uniformity, but displays a dif-
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ferent character in every age.” It is relative to “an immeasurable, incomparable profu-
sion of always-new, unique, and hence individual tendencies” (Troeltsch 1957:43—4).

But then, in lectures written just before he died in 1923, Troeltsch worried that to
abandon the Absolute entirely would make religions “simply illusions or the products
of human vanity.” Without explaining how he knew, he asserted that all religions
“are products of the impulse towards absolute objective truth,” that they all share
“a common ground in the Divine Spirit” (1957:61). Presciently, he objected to those
extremes of the participant theory of history that would lead American historian Carl
Becker ten years later to title his most famous speech: “Every Man his Own Historian.”
Troeltsch’s limits to historicity and his unexplained trust in faith’s access to the
Absolute were to appear in the historical relativism of H. Richard Niebuhr and Gordon
Kaufman, both of whom acknowledged their dependence on Troeltsch.

The fullest modern expression of the participant view of history, and of history for
the Hebrews, is the “socio-historical method” of the “Chicago School” of theology.
Among major developments in the history of modern Western religious historiography,
it was the most neglected, even though it used the popular radical empiricism, prag-
matism, and metaphysical naturalism of William James and John Dewey and the pro-
gressivism and relativism of contemporary American historians. The Chicago School
was neglected partly because its sociological approach to history, although resembling
Emile Durkheim’s, was ahead of its time, too American, and too mundane for most
religious scholars.

The major Chicago School theorists, all faculty of the Divinity School of the
University of Chicago, were Gerald Birney Smith (1868-1929), Shailer Mathews
(1863—1941), and Shirley Jackson Case (1872-1947). One effect of their sociological
approach was their willingness to abandon Troeltsch’s search for the One behind the
Many and to take the religious risk Troeltsch was unwilling to take — not only rela-
tivizing religious truth, even that of Christianity, but refusing subsequently to connect
religion to the Absolute. Shailer Mathews believed there were many Christianities, each
relative to a social context, none representative of an essential Christianity. “My
studies,” he said, “have convinced me that Christianity was the religion of people who
called themselves Christian; that is to say, who believed themselves loyal to Jesus Christ,
but that there was no static body of truth which was a continuum to be accepted or
rejected or modified” (Mathews 1969:180). Mathews and the Chicago School theolo-
gians treated religious creeds and institutions functionally, much as John Dewey would
in his 1934 A Common Faith. Religious institutions and creeds arose in response to the
mismatch between a community’s working theological heritage and the new religious
needs implicit in a new social environment, and they invented a new harmony between
traditions and the changing environment. This invention created new theological truth
— hence, the Chicago School named its work “constructive theology.” Clearly, the his-
torian and believer is a participant in history, believing his or her construction would
help shape future history.

For Case and Mathews, the New Testament and the early Church were constructive
responses to religious crises. For Mathews, the major changes in Christian Theology
(such as theories of atonement or of concepts of God) were, phase by phase, specific
and creative responses to social or political problems in the course of Western social
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history. Smith reached the same conclusions through focusing on cultural rather than
social and political history.

More than any previous movement in Christian thought, the Chicago School
grounded theology in history. Historiography, rather than metaphysics or an authori-
tative heritage, was the foundation and justification for their theologies. Their distinc-
tiveness led to their isolation, and they fought back. They claimed that fundamentalists
and European neo-Reformation theologians — especially Kierkegaard and Barth — were
ahistorical thinkers, bent on recovering pure New Testament beliefs and hauling them
into the present, even though the present was immersed in problems quite unlike those
implicit in the first century. Case turned and fought not only the conservatives, but
liberal idealists like Paul Tillich. Despite the idealists’ efforts to put doctrines in “forms
acceptable to modern modes of thinking,” he wrote, they wanted to retain a residue of
eternally valid dogma and to discard the rest. They failed to understand that historical
context changed the content, as well as the form, of all religious thought, eliminating
any substantial continuity. Case went so far as to claim that such obviously false argu-
ments invited the rise of fundamentalism and crisis theology (Case 1933:66-7).

For the Chicago School, then, past and present history was and is a function of par-
ticipation. Past history was immensely important — not as a standard to be emulated —
but as a record of the active interaction between past traditions, past circumstances,
and the historical imagination. This interaction was creative activity, in that religious
thought had continually to be actively revised to meet the new religious needs that
arose in each historical era. Admittedly, this experimental construction carried the risk
that theologies could be wrong and fail to work in the new environment — a risk that
witness theorists of history sought to avoid by validating theology through reference
to something beyond the flux of history.

The Chicago School’s battle with the fundamentalists and idealists was costly, for it
exposed its Achilles’ heel, its tendency always to sell the continuities of tradition to the
demands of the present and to see each transaction as one more step in a progress
toward higher truth. Ironically, they became “presentists,” making their present scien-
tific and democratic belief the criterion for all past belief — the exact converse of Chris-
tian thinkers from Eusebius to Barth, who were “pastists,” making Christian origins the
criterion for all that followed. This presentism seemed to contradict the Chicago School’s
own claim that each historical act was sui generis, creative in its own right, and not
subject to any fixed standard — not even the standard taken out of the present.

Finally, as the brutality and despair of the twentieth century mounted, the optimism
implicit in the Chicago School’s progressivism would look historically naive, even to the
remnants of the later Chicago School: the optimism fell out of sync with a world that
was increasingly pessimistic.

New Tales of Two Historiographies
Current history is itself affecting the contest between the witness theory of history and

the participant theory of history. As has been implied, most twentieth-century theolo-
gians felt they had no choice but to look for God partly beyond history, on the grounds
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that nothing sacred could be fully manifest within their own violent century. But also,
in this most secular century ever, other theologians, as well as most philosophers and
scientists, argued that truths beyond history were indefensible and implausible, so that,
if there is meaning at all, it must be found through human participation in social and
national history themselves.

With a grim realism, Karl Barth in Europe and Reinhold Niebuhr in the United States
attacked claims that human participation can save history from the evil in which it is
enmeshed, and saw themselves standing with Reformation theologians, recommending
a contrite witness to a grace from beyond history. Although Niebuhr refused to analyze
the nature of the God beyond history, as classical theologians had, his belief in the exis-
tence of such a God offered him religious security and freed him to treat history pri-
marily as a laboratory for human sin. Barth and Niebuhr maintained that people who
believed human participation could fundamentally enhance history were either proud,
hopelessly superficial, or bluffing, claiming to have a wisdom they did not have. The view
of Barth and Niebuhr was so persuasive that, by mid-century, not only progressive lib-
erals and the Chicago School theologians, but all academic advocates of the participant
theory of history had lost prominence, leaving Christian theology to the orthodox or
neo-orthodox, who saw themselves as theologians whose primary source was the Bible.

In the last three decades of the twentieth century, however, postmodern theologians
gained a hearing. Ironically, though chastised for their departure from the historic faith,
they advanced a biblical view of history — one far closer to the participant view of
history than that of the classical theologians. European and American theologians
began to suggest that those who claimed to be in touch with a world beyond history
were themselves bluffing. Deprived of a realm beyond history, they argued, people have
no choice but to accept history and, literally, to make history.

At the turn of the millennium, it appears that in Europe and America a combina-
tion of intellectual currents has washed away the assurance that history is rooted in a
world beyond history. Whether the skeptical existentialism of Nietzsche and Martin
Heidegger, the linguistic relativism of Ludwig Wittgenstein, the hermeneutical suspi-
cion of Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, or the neo-pragmatism of Willard Quine
and Richard Rorty, claims to see through history to something fixed and stable seemed
to verge on the comic.

Feminist and Black theologians joined the chorus, showing that so-called history-
transcending theological claims, though wanting to be unwarped by historical bias,
were exactly that. Left with almost no precedents, they tended unapologetically to con-
struct theological truths that gave greater meaning to women and people of color.

In addition, after decades of neglect, William James, John Dewey, and Alfred North
Whitehead began to have unanticipated influences on those American theologians
who were interested in a historicism but still influenced by pragmatism and “radical
empiricism.”

Out of these various developments a “new historicism” arose, one that superseded
the “old historicism.” Because they were not only affected by history but confined to
history, the new historicists in theology and the philosophy of religion felt they had no
alternative but either to abandon religion or to locate it entirely within a historical
world that was their last, best hope. With little recognition that they echoed history for
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the Hebrews or the historicism of the Chicago School, religious scholars began to argue
that religious truths were generated out of the interaction between historical imagi-
nation and religious heritages. They struggled to reconceive a role for historical tradi-
tion,’ to say specifically how religious reality can rise on the tide of historical
interpretations,* and to develop a concept of God.’

At the beginning of the twenty-first century these and other struggles between the-
ories of history could be described by reference to Reinhold Niebuhr’s 1949 Faith and
History. In the “Preface” Niebuhr carves out a space for his own work on history — a
space between those prewar optimists who made historical development itself redemp-
tive and those postwar pessimists who despaired of any redemption. Niebuhr rejects
both, correcting historical pessimism with biblical faith and historical optimism with a
gospel that looks beyond history to something “the same yesterday, today and forever”
(1949:vii—viii). Niebuhr and others were heard, and their listeners were not satisfied
with what they heard. By the century’s end, after the Cold War and in the vacuum that
followed, the pessimists had grown stronger, claiming to be even more intimate with
the indifferent power and the moral ambiguities of history. They seemed to suggest that
history will never be responsive to truths from beyond history (the witness theory of
history), and that history will never, even with God, carry the seeds of redemption (the
participant theory of history).

In the decades to come, theories of history may rotate around the question of
whether this new pessimism about history is warranted. If it is not warranted, then
history may be redemptive after all, as the participant theorists say, or it may be a
metaphor for extra-historical truth, as the witness theorists say.

But if that new pessimism is warranted, then those who oppose it will have little
choice but to participate in history militantly, until it is no longer warranted.

Notes

1 John Van Seters focuses on genres when he compares Greek and Israelitic theories of history
in his In Search of History (1983). His focus on genres allows him to see similarities between
the two theories of history.

2 Admittedly, “the Hebrews” is, technically, a designation for one of the small and early groups
that were to become the Israelites, so that the identification between “the Hebrews” and the
people of the Hebrew Bible, or Old Testament people, is technically wrong. But other terms,
such as “Israelites” or “Jews,” refer to these peoples at some but not all periods in their history
and are just as technically wrong.

3 For example, see Brown (1994).

For example, see Dean (1988).

5 For example, see Kaufman (1993).
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CHAPTER 8
Patristics

G. R. Evans and Morwenna Ludlow

Introduction

“Patristics” is the study of a period which begins as the first generation of Jesus’s fol-
lowers passed away and the “apostolic age” ended, and which merges at the other end
into the Middle Ages. The authors who wrote in these centuries have come to be known
as “the Fathers.” They have acquired a special authority, and the history of their era,
with its significant texts and its definitive moments (such as the early ecumenical Coun-
cils, the framing of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, the emergence of a ministe-
rial structure) has become the resource to which theologians have had resort for
authoritative answers to a number of questions about faith and order.

But the identification of such a period is itself not uncontroversial. First, it assumes
that “earlier is better,” that the place to look for the right answers is the primitive
Church, as close to the time of Christ as possible, and that there has been no “develop-
ment” since (to use John Henry Newman'’s expression) on which equal reliance ought
to be placed, or which can usefully modify the presumptions of those early days. Sec-
ondly, there is the question of the parameters of the period, when it can be deemed to
end, and what aspects of the Christian life of the time can be taken to be normative for
Christians of later generations.

The Beginning of the Idea of “the Fathers”

The idea of working in a tradition, of having been handed a body of thought and belief,
was present right from the start of written theology: Irenaeus (c.130-c.200) was aware
that the Gnostics share the same Scriptures; but they used the inherited rule of faith to
assess and condemn their interpretation of them. However, most scholars now agree
that this rule of faith was not a written source, not a proto-creed, but a body of belief
which Irenaeus, for example, felt free to express in various different ways, brief and
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more extensive. The term “Father” for Christian forebears (i.e. those who passed on the
rule of faith) was already current in Irenaeus’s time.

Christian authors, scriptores ecclesiastici, were early aware that they were writing in
a “tradition,” in the Christian sense of a “handing on,” of a body of thought and belief.
In the period we are concerned with, the canon of Scripture was largely settled. It was
not in dispute that there existed a body of texts which had been inspired by God himself
and which were therefore the Word of God. There was still room for disagreement about
the status of some of the apocryphal materials. Jerome was still considering that ques-
tion at the end of the fourth century.

The meaning of “inspired” prompted some discussion. Early Christians believed that
the Septuagint was an inspired translation of the Old Testament. The iconography of
the four evangelists in the West shows them writing at the dictation of a dove, repre-
senting the Holy Spirit, which has its beak in their ears. The implication was strong that
the Holy Spirit spoke the Word directly to the various authors of the books of the Bible,
who simply wrote it down. The Old Testament prophets too could be thought to be
inspired. In his Prologue to his reflections on the Psalms, which were paraphrased in the
twelfth century by Peter Lombard and recast again about 1230, Cassiodorus gave def-
initions to help his readers “know where they were” with prophets. Inspiratio, it was
suggested, involved direct input from the Holy Spirit. A mere dream or vision was not
strictly “inspiration” (Torrell 1977:5).

Jerome encountered a further ramification of this assumption when he translated
the Bible into the improved Latin version which won universal acceptance as the
Vulgate. Was the translator himself inspired? Jerome was sure he himself was not, and
said so, but the readers and commentators of the Middle Ages consistently took his Latin
version to be “the Word.” They analyzed every turn of phrase exactly as they would have
done if God had spoken into the ears of the evangelists and prophets in Jerome’s Latin.

Was there a category of specially authoritative authors who were not in the canon
but who could be relied on more than the others? This happened naturally without
there being necessarily any “theory” about it at first. There were various theologians
whose writings had had enormous influence, even if they were not directly cited as
authoritative works, or works of a “Father.” A good example is Origen, of whose works
selections were made into a kind of textbook by Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of
Nazianzus in the latter half of the fourth century.

Maurice Wiles suggests that a change happened in the fifth century (Wiles
1979:47-8). In the Trinitarian controversies all parties claimed they were interpreting
Scripture in a manner true to the rule of faith; in the Christological controversies both
sides claimed also to be correctly interpreting the non-scriptural but written formula
or “creed” of Nicaea and they tried to show that the works of earlier writers conformed
to their views. In order to “prove” what the written, post-scriptural tradition was, they
constructed dossiers of texts, which were described as being of “the holy Fathers.” Each
party appealed to roughly the same authors, but selected and interpreted the material
to give weight to its own case. Lists of accepted authoritative authors became less con-
sistent in later centuries, but the idea that there were such authors persisted.

It was not usual at first to speak of “Fathers” at all except with reference to the patres
of the Old Testament, the patriarchs. Augustine may have been the first to apply the
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word “Father” to a writer who was not a bishop, when he used it of Jerome. The formula
of Chalcedon was described as being “in agreement with the holy Fathers.” “Fathers”
gradually began to seem an appropriate term for the ancient, senior, most respected
Christian authors. It carried with it the assumption that there had been at least two
great ages of writing about the Christian faith, that of the composition of the books
which found their way into the canon of Scripture and a later but still special age when
writings of high authority came into being, possessing a reliability and an authority
which could not be matched by the writings of more recent authors. If that was so, when
did that age end? Or did it perhaps continue, with a few latter-day “Fathers” still holding
a distinct place in the scheme of things at the divine behest? Some twelfth-century col-
lections contain extracts from Anselm of Canterbury, Bernard of Clairvaux, Hugh of St
Victor, who have found a natural place alongside Augustine and Gregory the Great.

Once there was an idea of “the Fathers,” later authors could be envisaged as patrum
vestigia sequentes, “following in the footsteps of the Fathers” (Robert Grosseteste 1986,
IIL.i.30, p. 132). Were certain individuals down the ages favored with divine assistance
in their thinking, even much later than the earliest period of the Church? This ques-
tion was never really determined in any systematic way. Yet by the late twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries there was a developing sense that some authors were respectable
because they belonged to a former age whereas contemporaries were fair game for chal-
lenge or disagreement (antiqui et moderni).

A series of names emerged, who eventually formed the loose group known as “the
Fathers,” ending roughly with Bede in the West. We can begin to trace this evolution
and its accompanying debate about “standing” more systematically by looking at what
happened to the tradition Jerome (d. 420) began with his De viris illustribus. Jerome
wrote the De viris illustribus, in which he listed the Christian authors who might be read
by inquirers who wished to know who to trust for interpretation of Scripture, for moral
guidance and for theological opinion. Gennadius of Marseilles (late fifth century) con-
tinued Jerome’s work with about a hundred extra names, taken mainly from the fifth
century, drawn from both Eastern and Western halves of the Empire.

The Decretum Gelasianum, “on books to be received and books not to be received,” was
usually held, in the Middle Ages, to have been a decretum of Pope Gelasius (492-6), and
that gave it “authority” on the subject of “authoritativeness.” It begins with a list of
books of the Old and New Testaments which it identifies as those “on which the Catholic
Church was founded (fundata est) by the grace of God” (Das Decretum Gelasianum de
libris recipiendis et non recipiendis 1912, ch. 3). It includes (chapter 4) a list of writings
whose use the Church does not prohibit. There are also references to works of Gregory
of Nazianzus, Basil, Athanasius, John of Constantinople, Theophilus Alexandrinus,
Cyril of Alexandria, Hilary of Poitiers, Ambrose, Augustine, Jerome, Prosper of
Aquitaine, gesta of the martyrs and vitae patrum, Rufinus, Origen, Eusebius of Caesarea,
Orosius, Sedulis, Iuvencus. There is a chapter on those works which are not to be
received because they contain heretical teachings.

This text became the touchstone or reference-point for the trustworthiness and
Christian standing of early authors, at least in the West. The idea of bringing the list
up to date proved attractive from time to time (Das Decretum Gelasianum de libris recipi-
endis et non recipiendis 1912:66ff.). The Libri Carolini, to which we shall come in a
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moment, already tend to prefer Western authorities such as Ambrose, Jerome, Augus-
tine, Hilary, or Gregory the Great, and they keep on the whole to the Gelasian list. Sige-
bert of Gembloux (b. ¢.1030 in Belgium) wrote a latter-day De viris Illustribus in the late
eleventh century, consciously bringing to his own time what Jerome and Gennadius
had done (vaingloriously placing his own works at some length, at the end).

Medieval Patristic Collections

One way of knowing when an author has “arrived” at patristic status in medieval eyes
is to see what company he keeps in collections of extracts. Conversely, a development
which strongly encouraged later writers to look for “authority” in the writings of their
predecessors was the habit of extracting from the texts short portions which could be
quoted to support a particular viewpoint. Collections of such useful extracts were com-
monplace in the Carolingian period and beyond. The methodology remained in use
throughout the Middle Ages. It kept a range of authors in play. But it unavoidably led
to the breaking up into small pieces of what may have been an extended argument in
the original.

Earlier Greek Christian and Byzantine catenae survive from the fifth century, many
of which were published in the late nineteenth to twentieth centuries. Examples are:
Procopius of Gaza (c.475 to c.538) on Ecclesiastes, containing excerpts from Origen,
Gregory Thaumaturgos, Dionysius of Alexandria, Gregory of Nyssa, Didymus Alexan-
drinus, Evagrius, Nilus, and others (Corpus Christianorum Series Graeca [hereafter CCSG]|
4), the Collectio Coisliniana (CCSG 15), and the Catena Siniatica on Genesis and Exodus
(CCSG 2).

It was in about 700 that “patristic texts” began to be seen in canonical collections
in the West, for example, in the Collectio Hibernensis. The Libri Carolini is a useful
example of a collaborative enterprise. The Second Nicene Council of 787 had restored
the Byzantine East to an iconophile position. This change, and with it the apparent
ending of the iconoclastic controversy, was welcomed by Pope Hadrian. A copy of the
proceedings of the Council (in Latin) came to the court of Charlemagne. The Emperor
was unaware of the Papal approval of what had been agreed, and he set about having
arejoinder drawn up, on the assumption that the East was still in the wrong. This exer-
cise of “amassing headings against the synod,” capitulare adversus synodum, was for-
mally orchestrated by Theodulph, still in ignorance of papal approval, as a critique of
the Council. Politically misconceived though it turned out the enterprise was, it had the
value of causing Carolingian scholars to think out their position on the use of author-
ities. The Libri Carolini make the point that the Holy Spirit is not now given in the
measure in which he was given in apostolic times: secundum apostolicae mensurae
gratiam (IV.20).

The ninth-century Sedulius Scottus’s Collectaneum miscellaneum is a collection of
excerpts of biblical, patristic, classical materials, including ready-made florilegia, which
it has been suggested were copied out perhaps as an aide-mémoire rather than as a teach-
ing aid. He speaks with respect of the “wisdom of the Greeks,” as “like multicoloured
precious stones,” which he has brought together with care and effort (Sedulius Scottus
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1988:3). Burchard of Worms has a significant proportion of patristic texts (247 out of
1,785). Ivo of Chartres speaks of orthodoxi patres (Patrologia Latina 161.47), including
popes, councils and scriptores ecclesiastici. Gratian includes a good deal of patristic mate-
rial (on the authority perhaps of Gelasius’s list De libris legendis et reiiciendis). So our
writers are often used in extracted form with no expectation that the user will go back
and read the whole book.

This system of collecting extracts largely provided the materials for the Glossa ordi-
naria, the standard commentary on the Bible, which was brought finally into being in
the twelfth century, on the basis of work stretching back several centuries. For certain
books of the Bible a single patristic commentator tended to be dominant. For example,
Gregory the Great is naturally very important on the book of Job, because of his much-
read Moralia. The seventh-century Irish monk Lathchen abbreviated Gregory's
thoughts on Job in his Egloga and that formed a “work” in its own right, but one with
a different purpose (Lathchen 1969:145).

The same habit of working from collections of extracts underlies the Sentences (sen-
tentiae, or opinions) of Peter Lombard, which became the standard theological textbook
from the thirteenth century. It prompted Thomas Aquinas as late as the thirteenth
century to put together a “Catena Aurea,” a “golden chain” of quotations on the
Gospels.

The monastic custody of the early Christian literary tradition was a very different
affair in East and West. To the Benedictines of the West we owe the survival of many
copies of ancient secular and Christian texts which might otherwise have been lost;
their attitude was one of stewardship. In the East, “Athonite monasticism ... has
nothing to do with human culture and learning, and it consequently takes no part in
education. . . . Vana curiositas? Study would only involve fierce struggles with Satan and
the possibility of losing [one’s] faith” (Amand de Mendieta 1961:25). Nevertheless,
manuscript collections did survive unread. Indeed, it has been suggested that there are
still to be found, in the collections of manuscripts on Mount Athos which have survived
the depredations of centuries during which many have been removed or destroyed,
“unknown or almost unknown theological treatises, homilies, exegetical commentaries
or ascetic works of the Greek Fathers and other ecclesiastical writers” (Amand de
Mendieta 1961:35).

From Erasmus to Migne

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, Erasmus already displayed some of the
instincts we see again in the nineteenth century. He recognized the importance of estab-
lishing reliable texts of the Fathers. In the early 1500s he was exploring the works of
Origen, conscious that Origen had been branded a heretic, but drawn to a number
of his ideas. He tells John Colet in a letter (181) of 1504, that he has read a good part
of Origen’s works and he believes that he has profited. His interest lay not only in the
Greek Fathers, to which his own increasing command of Greek was giving him access,
but in the Latins who had long been routinely available. Editorial work on Jerome
(1516), Cyprian (1520), Arnobius (1522), Hilary (1523), Irenaeus (1526), Ambrose
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(1537), eleven volumes on Augustine, and after he moved to Freiburg, on Lactantius
(1529), Chrysostom (1530), and Basil (1532), brought him back to Origen shortly
before he died.

Quotations from the Fathers by Luther and Calvin make it clear that respect for the
Fathers did not die away altogether in sixteenth-century reforming circles with the call
to sola scriptura. Calvin cites Augustine 204 times in the Institutes, Gregory the Great
and Ambrose more than 20 times each and Chrysostom 36 times. At the Council of
Trent both sides marshaled Augustine and other Fathers in argument.

There is a still-useful body of editions of patristic texts and discussion of their
place in the Christian scheme of things, deriving from the work of sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century and later scholars. Francisco Torres, one of the “Fathers” of the
Council of Trent, took an interest in the patristic fontes. Jacques Sirmond (1559-1651)
was the Jesuit editor of a range of patristic texts. These supplemented and improved the
early printed books, which had included printings of a number of patristic texts.

The Maurists, the Benedictine monks of St Maur, were, from the 1670s, engaged
upon the production of texts. J. Mabillon (1632-1707) brought the study of paleogra-
phy into the edition of texts. D. de Montfaucon (1655-1741) produced editions of
Athanasius, Chrysostom, and some of Origen. L. d’Achery and F. Aubert are other
notable names in this endeavor. English scholars of the seventeenth century who took
an interest in the Greek Fathers include Henry Savile (who edited Chrysostom),
Lancelot Andrews, John Cosin, Patrick Young, James Ussher, Richard Montague,
William Laud, and even two Puritan chaplains to Oliver Cromwell, Peter Sterry and
Jeremiah White. The group known as the “Cambridge Platonists” included Benjamin
Whichcote, Henry More, Ralph Cudworth, and John Smith. They returned to the con-
fidence that as rational creatures, human beings could enjoy the vision of God by an
exercise in the “purification” of their reason.

In the nineteenth century, J. P. Migne, a priest turned Paris publisher, produced the
Patrologia Latina series (1844—55) and the Patrologia Graeca (1857—-66). The first series
went up to the early thirteenth century (the pontificate of Innocent III); the second to
the fifteenth century, with a Latin translation alongside the Greek text. Migne's Patrolo-
gia preserved some texts (e.g. those of the Maurists) which were lost in the French Rev-
olution. He left scholars in patristic and medieval Greek and Latin studies lastingly in
his debt. The texts were extremely varied in standard; some were reprints of the Maurist
editions, or of early printed editions. Migne did not hesitate to reprint some existing edi-
tions without critical revision. The indexing was uncertain. Few texts were reliable edi-
torially and there was much misattribution. But the texts were there, conveniently
assembled and available in most academic libraries, the essential foundation for world-
wide patristic studies which had hitherto been lacking because of the limited avail-
ability of the early printed texts.

“Patristics”: the Forming of a Discipline

The Oxford Movement of the mid-nineteenth century was the starting point of modern
patristics in England. John Henry Newman became excited as a young man by the
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history of Arianism. His The Arians of the Fourth Century, first published in 1833, grap-
pled not only with the source-texts (abundantly available to him in Oxford in early
printed books), but with the underlying questions of genre and authoritativeness. He
does not yet see patristics as a discipline in its own right; he describes Arianism
(Newman 1876:2) as a period which “especially invites the attention of the student in
ecclesiastical history.” He speaks of “ancient writers” (1876:3) as readily as of “the
Fathers.”

Both in their scholarly editions (e.g. Pusey’s of Cyril of Alexandria and Newman'’s
of Athanasius) and in their conviction of the theological usefulness of the period,
members of the Oxford Movement were keen to gain the writings a wider audience,
through projects such as A Library of the Fathers, which was planned in 1836. In the
1830s Newman was seeking to popularize the patristic background in colorful
accounts in the British Magazine (Newman 1835a:662-8; 1835b:41-8, 158-65,
277-84). Other translations appeared in the wake of this: an SPCK popular edition (The
Fathers for English Readers, late nineteenth century) and most importantly the two large
series Ante-Nicene Writers and A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers. ]. B.
Lightfoot's The Apostolic Fathers (1869ff.) provided a translation of Clement of Rome, the
Ignatian Epistles and the Epistle of Polycarp.

Owen Chadwick speaks of the respect of the Oxford Movement for the tradition of
the ancient and undivided Church (Chadwick 1990:30), but it is apparent that toward
the end of his long life Newman had got beyond that in the sophisticated understand-
ing of what was appropriate in the treatment and handling of patristic texts. In the
1881 edition of his translation of the Select Treatises of St. Athanasius in Controversy
with the Arians Newman wrote reflectively about his assumptions of this period:

In some quarters an over-estimation prevailed of the early Christian writers, as if they had
an authority so special, and a position so like that of a court of final appeal, that those who
had a title to handle their writings were but few. ... Things are much altered since
1836-1845. I yield to no-one still in special devotion to those centuries of the Catholic
Church which the holy Fathers represent; but I see no difficulty at this day in a writer
proposing to himself a free translation of their treatises, if he makes an open profession of
what he is doing. (Newman 1881:vi)

“Théologie, tendant la main de I'histoire” was the description of the Archbishop of
Malines in his introductory remarks to the first issue of the Revue d'Histoire Ecclésias-
tique 1 (1900). Theology needed to incorporate critical method, historical method,
philosophical method. Patristics, like theology at large, had become an interdisciplinary
subject, which means that it crossed traditional disciplinary boundaries. It was not clas-
sics. It was not history. It was not philosophy. But it participated in each of these areas
of intellectual endeavor, and others.

It was also conspicuously a common endeavor of a community of scholarship.
Among the correspondence preserved in the Bodleian Library are exchanges between
the scholars who (we can now see) were forming this modern discipline of theology.
The Journal of Theological Studies (JTS), begun in 1899, brought together at its launch-
ing many of the leading theological scholars of Oxford and Cambridge, who met and
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talked and exchanged papers, using the JTS, as H. B. Swete put it in his introductory
statement to the first issue, as “a regular organ of communication between students
whose lives are spent at the universities and elsewhere, in the pursuit of scientific the-
ology” (Swete 1899:1). The Committee of Direction included the two Regius Professors
of Divinity from Oxford and Cambridge (Inge and Swete); the two Regius Professors of
Hebrew (Driver and Kirkpatrick); Lock (Dean Ireland Professor at Oxford); Moberly
(Pastoral Theology, Oxford); Ryle, the Hulsean Professor at Cambridge; and Stanton, the
Ely Professor at Cambridge; with J. Armitage Robinson, formerly the Norrisian Profes-
sor of Divinity at Cambridge, and Robertson, the principal of Kings College London. All
except Turner were clerics. And indeed some contributors did make the Journal their
commonplace-book. The editor, C. H. Turner, included nine of his own pieces in Volume
I; others too appear several times in the early volumes.

Turner remarked in his “History and Use of the Creeds” for the Church Historical
Society that although he was not a liturgiologist, he had had scholarly friends to whom
he had been “fortunate in being able to appeal” (Turner 1910:5). F. C. Burkitt “ren-
dered into English” the Hymn of Bardaisan in 1899, noting that “it was first edited in
the great series of Apocryphal Acts published in 1871 by the late Dr. William Wright,”
but that it had been republished with “a fresh translation” a year ago “by my friend
Professor Bevan, of Cambridge.” This community of friendship (and rivalry) is evident
in the surviving correspondence of scholars, asking one another questions about their
research, sending one another drafts for comment, engaging in informal “peer-review.”
C. H. Turner wrote to Alexander Souter on January 8, 1906, “I don’t agree with you
... butT have, in deference to your view, whittled down ‘surely’ into ‘I think’” (Bodleian
Library, MS Eng. Lett. C615). C. H. Milne wrote to Alexander Souter on March 10,
1929, “Many thanks for your ‘review’ of my paper. It will be of the utmost value to me
when I attack the subject again,” and on September 3, 1931, “I hear that in a review
of C. H. Turner’s book you are very eulogistically referred to in The Times Literary
Supplement.”

The contrast of “culture” in the sense of national “scholarly characteristics” is also
visible. The Benedictine G. Morin was an assiduous correspondent with Oxford theolo-
gians and the contrast of his flowery and exuberant style with theirs is obvious.

As a new Honours subject in Oxford from 1870, Theology had to distinguish itself
from the existing ones, and that principally meant establishing that patristic texts
needed a treatment of a different kind from that which they would receive if they were
secular Greek or Latin classics. However, the recognition that Patristics is distinct from
Classics was slow to come. While the Patristic Greek Lexikon was beginning its lengthy
progress from the germ of the idea in 1906, a ninth edition of the Greek dictionary of
Liddell and Scott was planned. H. S. Jones recognized in his Preface that it was no longer
satisfactory to include haphazard entries labeled “Byzantine” or otherwise recognized
not to be classical Greek usage, when it was now apparent that the field of such usages
was vast and could not be casually “sampled” in this way. As late as 1927, James
Mountford at Cornell wrote to Alexander Souter to thank him for a copy of his
“Earliest Latin Commentaries.” He comments that, “The book is a further demonstra-
tion that the field of scholarship is not to be bounded by the death of Juvenal to Tacitus.
Unhappily, there is still a large number of Latinists whose interests extend only from
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Lucretius to Lucan and who cannot believe that any good purpose is served by over-
stepping those limits” (Bodleian Library, MS Eng. Lett. C611).

One of the difficulties was that the natural chronological endpoint for the Eastern
authors was not the same as that for the West. The history of Latin Christian writing
after the end of the ancient world did not run parallel with that of Greek Christian
writing. The need for work on Christian Latin obtruded itself in various connections.
For example, C. H. Turner wrote to Alexander Souter on January 4, 1906: “I forgot to
ask yesterday whether you have any further references for ‘rector’ in the technical sense
of a Christian ruler or bishop in Ambrosiaster” (Bodleian Library, MS Eng. Lett. C615).
On May 29, 1919, W. M. Ramsay wrote to C. H. Turner: “I have been working a little
at some names in your Latin Nicene lists. Have you any view as to the time when the
translations into different languages were made? Do they represent translations made
at the time, or shortly after the Council was held, or were they made at some later day?
He believes they date from close to 325. They are therefore an extremely valuable
authority” (Bodleian Library, MS Eng. Lett. C617).

On May 3, 1928, Christine Mohrmann, one of the pioneers who made the history
of Christian Latin a study in its own right, wrote to Alexander Souter. He was begin-
ning his period as Professor of New Testament Greek at Oxford, but his lasting interest
was in the Latin tradition. She told him that she was “at work on a linguistic study of
the language of Augustine,” and she asked for “a few practical hints in the matter.” In
1947 she was co-editing the new journal Vigiliae Christianae: A Review of Early Christian
Life and Language, the first paper of whose first issue is her “Le latin commun et le latin
des chrétiens” (Mohrmann 1947). She drew together there a variety of evidences that
Christian Latin is “une langue spéciale” in the sense that there is a functional differ-
ence between it and secular late classical Latin. She points to Augustine’s conscious-
ness that new words were being formed. He gives the example of salvare and salvator,
formed from salus, and he comments: “The grammarians do not ask whether it is Latin,
but the Christians enquire how far it is true”: nec quaerant grammatici quam sit latinum,
sed Christiani quam verum (1947:4; and Augustine, Sermon 299.6).

Modern Patristics
Von Harnack

In his History of Dogma, Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930) emphasized that the disci-
pline of the history of dogma distinguished itself from that of church history by its nar-
rower subject matter, and differed from systematic theology in refusing to see dogmas
as timeless truths: “the business of the history of dogma is, in the first place, to ascer-
tain the origin of Dogmas (or Dogma), and then secondly, to describe their development
(their variations)” (von Harnack 1897:1). He developed a notion of development in
which writers from Augustine onwards “disclosed a new conception of Christianity, but
at the same time appropriated the old dogmas” (von Harnack 1897:8), recognizing
some continuity but denying that the Roman Catholic Church and her doctrines con-
stituted a natural and necessary outgrowth from the early Church and stressing that
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“Protestantism must . . . under all circumstances be recognised as a new thing” (von
Harnack 1897:9, n.2). The idea that dogma unfolds itself was dismissed as “unscien-
tific” and von Harnack famously declared that “dogma has its history in the individual
living man and nowhere else” (von Harnack 1897:12). Consequently, the scholar must
attend to the context in which dogmas originated and developed, taking into account
the influence of Scripture and tradition (both doctrine and “blind custom”); the litur-
gical and institutional life of the Church; prevailing intellectual, religious, political,
social, and moral trends; the needs both for logical consistency and for coherence of
belief within the Church; and the Church’s need to reject error (von Harnack 1897:12).

Although it can easily be argued that von Harnack failed to live up to this method
himself, and that some of these ideas entered modern patristics by other routes, this
contextualizing and historical approach has colored all patristic research since.
However, he is influential not just for his method, but for his conclusions reached by it.
First, he claimed that the development of dogma in the early Church represented a
process of Hellenization, as Christian beliefs came to be expressed, explained, and jus-
tified with Greek concepts. Secondly, in his lectures on The Essence of Christianity (deliv-
ered in Berlin between 1899 and 1900) von Harnack drew some more strictly
theological conclusions from his research. Like previous church historians, he located
authority in an original unified state; his novelty, however, was to draw a clear divid-
ing line between “the gospel” and “dogma,” seeing the former as the true “essence of
Christianity” and defining it in moral-religious terms as Jesus’s message of the father-
hood of God, the value of each human and the ethical obligations that spring from
those truths. Dogma, then, represents a falling-away from this central religious truth,
and Hellenistic modes of thought were the form this falling-away first took. Thus by
moving patristics away from the use of early Christian literature as “proof texts” toward
a more critical approach whilst still asking about the essence of Christianity, von
Harnack raised the question which has pursued it for the hundred years since: what is
the relation between patristics and theology?

Finally, through works on writers like Marcion (1924), von Harnack promoted the
historical study of writers on the fringes of the Christian tradition and emphasized the
importance of establishing reliable texts, since most marginal or heretical writers were
lost and fragments from them were quoted only by their opponents. This interest was
carried on by von Harnack'’s successor at Berlin, Hans Lietzmann (1875-1942), whose
work on Apollinaris of Laodicea (Lietzmann 1904) greatly facilitated the study of
the Christological controversies by its attempt to distinguish genuine and spurious
Apollinarian texts. He also produced the notable History of the Early Church (4 volumes,
1932-44).

Duchesne

Von Harnack’s work was most positively received among Protestants, although more
so by academics than by the Lutheran Church, with which von Harnack had a
somewhat uneasy relationship. However, some Catholic historians used the same
methods in order to challenge his conclusions. Thus, the Frenchman Louis Duchesne
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(1843-1922) insisted on the necessity of rescuing church history from the current
inadequate and narrow approach, yet criticized von Harnack for neglecting “every-
thing which is rite, hierarchy, sacrament, popular devotion” (Duchesne 1892:403).
Duchesne did not abandon the early church texts used by the seminarians’ textbooks,
but he approached them more critically and complemented them with the use of the
new archeological and epigraphical techniques being used by secular historians (an
advance on von Harnack’s approach, which was almost exclusively textual).

Duchesne was a devout and loyal priest; yet he inevitably raised the hackles of his
fellow Roman Catholics, particularly since he challenged some dearly held myths about
the southern French sees, which were popularly supposed to have apostolic founda-
tions. This opposition had its effect on his career: having been elected to the Chair of
church history at the prestigious Institut Catholique in Paris in 1877, he resigned in
1885, after adverse reaction to his lectures on the history of doctrine. He carried
on his work at the Ecole Supérieur des Lettres and, from 1895, the French School at
Rome. However, his effort to establish church history as a scientific enterprise earned
Duchesne the respect of the secular French academic establishment at a period when
Catholicism had a far from comfortable position in France, and he was elected a member
of the Académie francaise in 1910. By 1963 Duchesne’s Histoire ancienne de I'Eglise was
being cited by the future Cardinal Daniélou as “still useful” — a comment which speaks
both for the quality and durability of Duchesne’s scholarship as well as for the Church’s
changed attitude to his historical method.

The “ressourcement”: de Lubac and Daniélou

The Roman Catholic movement known as “modernism” questioned further the rela-
tion between history and the Church. By emphasizing how much the Church had
changed, the modernists gave the impression that no particular historical instantiation
was important, that all Church doctrines, forms, and customs were merely useful point-
ers to (or outgrowths of) a subjective and interior experience. They challenged the con-
temporary neo-scholastic orthodoxy, which eschewed modern historical techniques
and tended to use the past as a kind of source-book to prove the correctness of the
Roman Church'’s current dogmas and constitution. Although the modernists were few
in number, they startled Rome and were condemned by Pius X, most famously in his
encyclical Pascendi in 1907, which summed up their errors as “historicism,” “imma-
nentism,” and “agnosticism.”

The gulf between modernism and neo-scholasticism formed the theological back-
drop for the most important development within Roman Catholicism from the point of
view of patristic studies: the ressourcement and the interconnected development of the
so-called nouvelle théologie. The political and social background was no less important:
theologians of all denominations felt a need for reassessment and renewal after the
experiences of World War I and this combined with the end of a long period during
which anti-clericalism had dominated France. In the 1930s many theologians returned
from exiled monastic communities with a desire to renew Roman Catholic theology in
a mode which took seriously not only modern historical and philosophical develop-



124  G. R. EVANS AND MORWENNA LUDLOW

ments but also a sophisticated theological reflection upon them. A vital part of this
movement was a return to the sources (a ressourcement) of Christian life and faith —
both biblical and patristic — investigating them through historical research and using
them to renew current theology. Historical studies of the Bible and of early Church doc-
trine, liturgy, and ecclesiology became interconnected and the new research was con-
ducted in an ecumenical spirit: these Roman Catholics emphasized that the early
Church was — historically speaking — the root of all modern denominations and not just
the church of Rome (whilst admittedly often still emphasizing typically Roman ele-
ments in the tradition). This spirit of scholarship and renewal had an important impact
on the Second Vatican Council, at which several prominent ressourcement scholars,
including de Lubac and Daniélou, were periti.

The examples of de Lubac and Daniélou illustrate well the development of Roman
Catholic patristic studies in this period. The first publication of the Jesuit Henri de Lubac
(1896-1991) was an analysis of the biblical exegesis of the third-century Origen of
Alexandria (de Lubac 1950); his most famous historical work (de Lubac 1998) studied
exegesis in the medieval period. Even those of his works which claim not to be histori-
cal reveal de Lubac’s dependence on the thought of the early Church. In the introduc-
tion to Catholicism he declared:

If the quotations are numerous . . . it is because I wanted to [draw] on the treasures, so
little utilised, in the patristic writings. This is not to overlook in a frenzy of archaism the
precisions and developments in theology which have been made since their time, nor do I
take over in their entirety all the ideas they offer us: I seek only to understand them and
to listen to what they have to tell us. . .. The greater becomes one’s familiarity with this
immense army of witnesses . . . the keener is one’s realisation of how deep is the unity in
which all these meet together. (De Lubac 1988:19-20)

As Professor of Theology at Lyons from 1934, de Lubac taught two other influential
scholars during their training as Jesuits: the Frenchman Jean Daniélou (1905-74) and
the Swiss Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905-88; he left the order in 1950). Although most
of Daniélou’s important work was in patristics, and most of von Balthasar’s in sys-
tematic theology, both men, like de Lubac, illustrate the integration of historical and
theological reflection together with a desire to communicate with the contemporary
world, which characterized nouvelle théologie. In the field of patristics, von Balthasar
published two detailed, albeit highly individual, monographs on Maximus the Confes-
sor (von Balthasar 1941) and on Gregory of Nyssa (von Balthasar 1995) plus articles
on Origen (von Balthasar 1957). Daniélou’s first work was an enormously influential
study of the spiritual theology of Gregory of Nyssa, an author to whom he returned
frequently in his career (Daniélou 1944); this was followed by studies of Origen
(Daniélou 1955) and Philo of Alexandria (Daniélou 1958), surveys of various aspects
of the early Church such as liturgy, sacraments, and use of the Bible, and large-scale
histories of early Christian doctrine and church history.

The choice of these subjects indicates a strong interest in the Greek Fathers. Writers
like Gregory and Origen appealed because of their use of contemporary philosophy,
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their attention to Scripture, and their belief that true piety lies in the transformation of
the soul. Furthermore, the Greek Fathers’ theology helped resolve one of the tensions
between neo-scholasticism and modernism. While both depended in different ways on
a distinction between nature and grace, the Greek Fathers and the new Catholic writers
questioned it. They emphasized that God worked throughout the whole of human
history (facilitating ecumenical dialogue and conversation with other religions), and
they focused on the spiritual as opposed to the purely doctrinal or liturgical aspects of
Christianity.

De Lubac and Daniélou were also instrumental in introducing patristic writers to a
wider non-academic audience with their more popular works, and their writings
indicate two issues of increasing concern to patristics: the study of premodern
hermeneutics and of the influence of Judaism on early Christianity.

Ecumenism and patristics

The great divisions of the Church occurred in the Middle Ages (the Schism of 1054
between East and West) and at the end of the Middle Ages (the divisions of the Refor-
mation). When modern ecumenism began in earnest with the Second Vatican Council,
the patristic texts had the attraction of providing authoritative guidance on the
common faith of the undivided Church. This encouraged the churches meeting in
bilateral or multilateral dialogues to make extensive use of scholars with specialist
patristic knowledge among their numbers.

Patristics and other disciplines

In the latter half of the twentieth century, much more interest was paid to archeolog-
ical evidence and much more such evidence relating to early Christianity became avail-
able, especially in North Africa. It is particularly useful in helping the historian map the
geographic spread of Christianity in the first few centuries. It has provided evidence
about early Christian life and belief where extant literary sources are very rare
(e.g. Britain), or for heretical writers and groups whose texts were not preserved (e.g.
Montanists and Donatists). It can also illuminate artistic and liturgical developments,
which are poorly reflected in texts, if at all (Frend 1997:29ff.).

Though the archeologist can be unsympathetic to the concerns of the student of the
texts, one major subset of archeological discovery has been the unearthing of new
texts. Of great importance to the study of patristics has been the study of the finds at
Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt. The texts, which are probably late fourth-century copies
of works written in the second century, are important because they provide concrete
evidence of the beliefs of the gnostic groups on the fringes of Christianity, which were
attacked by writers like Irenaeus — although any mapping of the specific views he cites
directly onto the Nag Hammadi texts is very difficult.

Although the texts were discovered accidentally by a local man in 1945, the com-
plexity of preparing them for publication meant that they did not make a real impact
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on patristic studies until the 1970s. A provisional translation appeared in 1977 and a
photographic facsimile was produced in the same period, but definitive editions are still
being produced (some in the series Nag Hammadi Studies). The study of other papyrus
finds, for example those at Oxyrhynchus, helps scholars fill out the picture of early
Christian society by studying texts like letters and various sorts of church documents.
Use of archeological evidence has stimulated a growing trend for the study of early
Christianity, in particular geographic centers such as Alexandria, Syria, Antioch, and
Caesarea. This research has further emphasized the diversity among early Christians
and, in particular, it has become clear that not only Hellenistic culture but also that of
diaspora Judaism affected the beliefs and practices of early Christian communities in
very different ways.

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, patristic scholars have become more
sympathetic to the methods of the social sciences: current studies of the early Church
often use categories like culture, society, class, hierarchy, and gender in order to inter-
pret the historical evidence. They have also benefited from developments in the study
of rhetoric and late Platonism. In their awareness of similarities which cut across the
whole world of late antiquity, patristic scholars have become closer than ever to classi-
cists, especially in the United States: see, for example, the work of Peter Brown (Brown
1988) and Elizabeth Clark (Clark 1992).

Establishing the texts and creating the scholarly apparatus

The first series of modern scholarly editions of patristic texts was the Vienna Corpus
(Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum), begun in 1866. Von Harnack, with
O. von Gebhardt, founded the series Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der
altchristlichen Literatur (1882— ); he also initiated the Commission on the Church
Fathers at Berlin, which produced editions of the early Greek Fathers, Die griechischen
christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten drei Jahrhunderte (1897— ). In 1942 de Lubac and
Daniélou established the series Sources Chrétiennes, which provided new editions of
patristic texts with a parallel French translation. By the year 2000 the series had run
to over 450 volumes. In the German-speaking world the increasingly strong influence
of German classical philologists on patristics studies facilitated the production of such
editions as Werner Jaeger's series of works by Gregory of Nyssa. The latter half of the
twentieth century saw the appearance of the important Corpus Christianorum editions,
with series of Greek, Latin, and medieval works.

New theological works are very rarely found on ancient papyrus; occasionally they
emerge through the discovery of Byzantine or medieval manuscript copies (for example,
the texts and translations of some newly discovered letters by Augustine of Hippo were
published in the 1980s, and of some of his sermons in the 1990s). Some patristic texts
which were no longer extant in Greek have been recovered through the careful study
of their Syriac translations: this process began at the beginning of the twentieth
century but has gathered pace in recent years. Texts rescued in this way include, for
example, works by Evagrius of Pontus, whose importance for the history of monasti-
cism has only recently been fully appreciated.
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Dictionaries and study-aids

The Patristic Greek Lexikon was begun on a suggestion made by the Central Society for
Sacred Study in 1906 at the time when H. B. Swete was the Warden of the Society (Lampe
1961:iii). Within three years eighty clergy and others had been found who were suffi-
ciently interested in patristic studies to be willing to be included in a list of searchers. C.
H. Turner was writing to Alexander Souter on March 1, 1916 with a progress report and
arequest. “Our scheme” for the Lexikon is, he says, “rapidly taking shape. I wonder if you
could help us with the section of Greek words used in the Latin Fathers — we have as yet
no collection of these, and I think they should clearly come in” (Bodleian Library, MS
Eng. Lett. C615). The prospective searchers were to be allocated portions of the Patrolo-
gia Graeca of J. P. Migne, from which they would collect material for the Lexikon on slips.
(The flavor of this task is captured in correspondence on another task. On June 12,1933,
C. H. Milne was writing to Alexander Souter about his collection of “a goodly number of
Hilary quotations” from the Gospels. “I have now completed those from Matthew.
They consist of 759 slips, and are ready to be dispatched. I retain them until (not without
some degree of satisfaction!), I can show you the pile.”) For the Lexikon, a Committee
of Direction was formed and in 1915 an editor was appointed. He was Darwell Stone,
then Principal of Pusey House, and he was to serve until his death in 1941.

After 1941, the Committee, which was by then chaired by N. P. Williams, and from
1943 by R. H. Lightfoot, appointed F. L. Cross to be the new editor. He was then the
Librarian of Pusey House, and later Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity at the Univer-
sity of Oxford. The editor who brought the project to completion in 1961 was G. W. H.
Lampe. The Patristic Greek Lexikon in the end covered the period from Clement of Rome
at the end of the first century to Theodore of Studium.

The Preface to the Patristic Greek Lexikon reflected the policy decision which had been
arrived at by 1965, to make the object of the work “the provision of as full a treatment
as possible of all words of special theological or ecclesiastical significance” and the
listing of words in the Fathers which do not appear in Liddell and Scott or which are
“but poorly attested there” (Lampe 1961:iv).

The Thesaurus Linguae Latinae was conceived as an attempt to include in one word-
list the Christian with the secular Latin tradition up to the sixth century. However, even
if it seemed acceptable in England at first to base the Patristic Greek Lexikon on Migne it
was apparent elsewhere that Migne would not do as a basis for a dictionary, where it
was essential that the words listed as contained in a given text or context be accurate.
When the Thesaurus Linguae Latinae was planned it was realized that first it would be
necessary to create reliable editions of the writers whose “words” were to be included.
This was the beginning of the Vienna Corpus, under the guidance of Johannes Vahlen
(Hanslik 1966:71-4).

Journals and conferences

In 1951 the enormous four-yearly Oxford Patristic Conferences began, drawing hun-
dreds of patristic scholars from all over the world, with their proceedings published in
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an expanding batch of Studia Patristica volumes, at first in the series Texte und Unter-
suchungen zur Geschichte der Altchristlichen Literatur (Berlin) and then by the Pergamon
Press, then by Cistercian Publications, and then Peeters, Leuven.

The four volumes of the Proceedings of the Third Conference, of 1959, begin with
an introductory essay by A. Mandouze; he takes the patristic age to be the “golden age”
of Christian writing (aetas aurea scriptorum ecclesiasticorum). He celebrates the range
patristics now embraces as reflected in the sections into which papers are divided by the
Conference and its Proceedings: editiones, critica, philologica, biblica, judaica, historica,
liturgica, iuridica, theologica, philosophica, monastica, ascetica (Mandouze 1961). Some
major individual patristic writers now have their own conference series.

The vitality and scope of patristic studies is also demonstrated by the current exis-
tence of over half a dozen journals specifically dedicated to the discipline, besides others
which frequently publish articles on the early Church.

Conclusion

In 1905, Darwell Stone, the Librarian of Pusey House, who was to be editor of the
Patristic Greek Lexikon, published his reflections in The Conditions of Church Life in the First
Six Centuries (Stone 1905). He discusses baptism, confirmation, and the eucharist,
against a background of citation of the texts (“there is evidence in the Canons of
Hippolytus and in the writings of Tertullian and Cyprian of the celebration of the
Eucharist in connexion with special events and days” (Stone 1905:15). He considers
the evidence that the invocation of saints “was widespread, tolerated, and approved by
Fathers of acknowledged eminence” from the fourth century at least (Stone 1905:25).

A century later, patristics as a discipline sees itself less and less as having a primary
duty to establish orthodoxy. Von Harnack’s view eventually won the day, but for some
decades theologians of the ressourcement saw the Fathers as a source for renewing the
Church, and it was common for Anglican scholars to accept the historical—critical inter-
pretation of Scripture, but to look to the patristic period as the definitive expression of
doctrine. The continued application of the historical—critical method to patristic texts
also has undermined that confidence, however. Consequently, patristics has come more
and more to be the study of all forms of early Christianity (a development reinforced by
the facts that it is increasingly studied in secular institutions, often by non-believers,
and that common with any academic discipline, the longer it is established the more its
range has expanded as scholars search for topics not previously studied).

Another effect of the application of historical—critical methods — not least in estab-
lishing texts of marginal writers — has been to show that many people labeled heretics
were not as heretical as once thought, even by quite conservative standards. This
process began at the beginning of the twentieth century with the reassessment of
Nestorius and Apollinarius (by J. F. Bethune-Baker 1908 and C. Raven 1923, respec-
tively); one of the dominant issues since the 1970s has been a similar debate regard-
ing Arianism (initiated by R. Gregg and D. Groh’s Early Arianism: A View of Salvation
1981). Even the gnostics have been re-examined, in particular by feminist scholars
such as Elaine Pagels and Rosemary Ruether.
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Opinions now seem to differ as to whether the patristic period is especially important
because it takes the student back to Christianity’s beginnings or whether it is to be
placed straightforwardly side by side with other periods as fruitful and instructive in the
same way as they are. Those who hold the former view less commonly insist that the
earliest Church was the purest church, although they do often have ecumenical reasons
for studying a period before the Church was officially divided: the implication is that
Christians should begin from beliefs which were once shared by all. Others may not
themselves hold the “older is better” view, but seek to recover aspects of that period
which are all too often either missed or misunderstood by those who do hold that
opinion. Thus feminists like Rosemary Ruether do not claim that the patterns of early
Christianity should be definitive — because they were patriarchal — but they never-
theless study women who succeeded in making their voices heard. Others, like Kari
Elisabeth Borresen, examine tensions within the Church Fathers’ anthropology which
complicate the understanding of their view of women. Historical scholarship has made
it clear that certain patriarchal theological and structural patterns which grew up in
the patristic era remained entrenched precisely because later generations regarded the
Fathers’ writings as peculiarly authoritative.

Those who deny the era of the Fathers any special authority are not claiming that
it cannot inform theological reflection in any way — rather, that patristic thought is to
be set beside that from later ages. Systematic theologians show no signs of ceasing to
use patristic material as a source; some scholars, such as Maurice Wiles and Rowan
Williams have spent much of their careers moving between patristics and theology.
Frances Young has asked whether the dissatisfaction with purely historical analysis,
and interest in modern literary theory which has challenged biblical scholars, will lead
patristic scholars toward a reading of their sources which is more theological (Young
1997:433-4). Consequently, although some patristic scholars have suggested that the
future of the discipline will mean “less theology, more history” (Clark 1986:3), and
although there will always be ample space for a more strictly historical approach, it
seems likely that in fact more history will simply mean more theology.
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CHAPTER 9

Medieval Theology

Stephen F. Brown

“Theology” is not a biblical word. It is a Greek word, a pagan word, and because of the
variety of pagan religious beliefs, it is also an equivocal word. As a pagan expression
providing an equivocal view of the gods, the term “theology” did not enter the world
of the Christian West easily. The pagan Roman philosopher Varro (d. 27 Bce) inherited
from the Greek tradition the complex or equivocal understanding of the Greek mean-
ings of “theology.” He spoke of three types: (1) the theology of the poets, which beau-
tifully portrayed the polytheistic world of human imagination; (2) the theology of the
philosophers, Plato and Aristotle, who presented reason’s explanation of the world and
its events; and (3) the most influential form of theology, civil theology, with its portrait
of the gods who ruled the beliefs, aspirations, and activities of the ordinary citizens of
the city.

None of these portraits fits the triune Christian God. The Christian Tertullian (d.
¢.220), in his Ad nationes, reported Varro’s depiction of the gods and rebutted each of
its three forms, wanting to have nothing to do with what the Greeks and Romans called
“theology.” Augustine (d. 430), too, was aware of Varro’s three-fold portrait of the gods.
In Book VI of The City of God he examined each type in detail and rejected each of these
forms of theology. He discovered, however, other pagan writers, the Platonists, whom
he considered to have come closer to the truth. On the philosophical level, they repre-
sented God as transcending the soul, and their depiction of Him as superior to the world
and human souls, and as the source of the incorporeal light that could lead men and
women to human fulfillment, made Augustine more sympathetic to this form of “the-
ology.” Their depiction of a loftier god inspired Augustine to call such people Dei cogn-
itores rather than theologi, thus separating them from the devotees of the types of gods
described by Varro. Augustine’s choice of language shows that the term theologi in the
fifth-century West was still a pejorative noun, linked as it was to the gods of the poets,
philosophers, and emperors.

Peter Abelard (d. 1142), many centuries later, is credited with bringing the term
“theology” into the medieval Latin vocabulary. This is not because we have Abelardian
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works entitled Theologia Christiana or Theologia Summi boni, for these titles are later
inventions. The manuscripts of Abelard have simply the incipits or opening words of his
treatises. Yet, it is Abelard himself who speaks of a collection of questions concerning
various areas of Christian teaching, and he calls this collection “our theology”: “The
solution to these proposed questions we reserve for examination in our theology.” Still,
even among Peter’s disciples, theologia limited itself to the study of the triune God, and
beneficia was the term used to describe discussions of Christ and the sacraments. “The-
ology” was, thus, not a term indicating the study of all areas of Christian belief.

Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153) mocked Abelard’s theologia. He declared that Peter’s
approach to divine revelation was stultilogia (foolishness). It turned the reading of the
Bible into a source-book for questions to manifest superior debating prowess. In
Abelard’s approach, as Bernard read it, the spiritual and contemplative reading of the
Scriptures was set aside. In Bernard’s view, Abelard’s “theology” was less a study of God
and more a study of man’s study of God. It stressed argument over conviction. We thus
have a split in the way in which theology was pursued. Some study of the Scriptures
was done for affective reasons: it led people to a deeper sense and feeling for God; the
other approach was pursued because of a search for a better understanding of the
truths of the faith, and aimed at distinguishing truth from error or heresy. Affective or
monastic theology could describe the former; aspective or theoretical theology could
name the latter.

The medieval debate over truth and error, although having its roots in Patristic
efforts to defend and lead people to the Christian faith, thus seems to have begun in
Abelard’s Theologia Christiana. In this work, Peter Abelard defined faith as “the judg-
ment of things not seen.” Bernard of Clairvaux saw this as a distortion of Paul’s dec-
laration that “faith is the argument of things not seen.” Faith is primary. It is the ground
for the acceptance of the realities presented by revelation. Such overwhelming realities
are not justified by human judgment. Faith is a gift from God, not the result of human
conclusions. Abelard, in fact, did not deny the primacy or certitude of faith. When he
said that faith is “a judgment of things not seen,” he did not intend either of the mean-
ings that Bernard gave to his statement, namely, that “faith is either opinion or each
believer can choose or judge which of the truths he wishes to affirm.” Peter, rather,
underscored the difference between “comprehend” (comprehendere), “know experien-
tially” (cognoscere), and “understand” (intelligere). Only God comprehends the divine
reality that is Himself. The angels and the blessed in heaven know experientially the
realities of the faith. In this life, we can neither comprehend nor know experientially
faith’s realities. Still, we can get some understanding of the objects of faith. Faith is an
invitation to search. It excites in us an inquiry that hopefully will beget in us a deeper
understanding of the realities we believe in. Despite his attempts at understanding, faith
is, for Peter, primary and is the necessary condition for such understanding. In terms
of the Vulgate version of Isaiah 7:9, which he employs: “Unless you believe, you shall
not understand.”

When Abelard’s opponents brought forth the text of Gregory the Great, that “faith
has no merit if it is based on evidence,” he answered that such an interpretation goes
against the very practice of Gregory and many of the other Fathers of the Church. They
used arguments against those who attacked the faith, and through argumentation they
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also attempted to bring about a clearer understanding of the chief mysteries of the
Trinity and Incarnation. Gregory's text, then, should be understood as a prohibition
against the claim for experiential knowledge (cognitio), not a charge against Isaiah’s
invitation to understanding (intelligentia).

The term “theology,” although employed at times by Abelard, really became current
only in the thirteenth century, in the setting of the newly formed universities. There,
at first, the preparatory curriculum for those who were to study Scripture followed the
seven liberal arts: the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic) and the quadrivium
(arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music). Quite quickly, in the thirteenth century,
that curriculum changed when many more of the works of Aristotle became available
in Latin translations and expanded the area called “dialectic.” Since the time of
Boethius (d. 524) some of Aristotle’s logical works were available in competent Latin
forms, and with solid commentaries. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the rest of
his logical works and all of his more philosophical works became available. For our
present consideration, the Physics and Metaphysics were most important. In different
ways, they dealt with divine things. Aristotle himself speaks of his first philosophy
or metaphysics as a philosophical rather than a mythical or political theologia. In the
new efforts of the Christian universities, it was Aristotle’s challenge that forced theo-
logians to show the superiority of the Christian revelation concerning God and his
providence. It was in this arena that “theology” was developed as a distinct discipline,
and as superior to Aristotle’s first philosophy or theologia. As we will see, this was not
an easy task.

Theology Viewed as an Organized Collection of Questions

Peter Abelard’s teacher, Anselm of Laon (d. 1117), made one of the first medieval
attempts at gathering questions that moved the study of the Scriptures from textual
exegesis into a systematic whole. His organizational plan was based on the model of
John Scottus Eriugena, a translator and commentator on Dionysius the Areopagyte’s
works: Creation, the Fall of angels and men, the necessity of Redemption, Redemption,
and the Sacraments. His collection of questions followed this order. Later collectors of
questions arising from the Scriptures might organize them according to different
models: Peter Lombard (d. 1160) took as his model the division presented by St.
Augustine in De doctrina Christiana: the study of Scripture is about things and signs.
Robert Grosseteste’'s (d. 1253), in Hexaémeron, unified his theology through Christ,
whose divine nature united Him with the divine persons and whose human nature
made Him one with all creatures. Grosseteste's goal was thus a Christocentric approach
to the unification of the Scripture message.

The most well-organized and influential Augustinian collection of such questions
must be attributed to Peter Lombard’s Sentences. Many of those whose works have come
down to us as summae (i.e. summae quaestionum, or collections of questions) in the
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries are in fact following the lead of Lombard’s work.
It is easy, then, to understand why Alexander of Hales chose the Sentences of Lombard
as an official textbook to supplement the study of the Scriptures themselves in the third
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decade of the thirteenth century. In effect, Lombard’s work was already functioning in
that way.

However, Lombard’s Sentences was not the sole supplement to studying Scripture
itself. Peter Comestor (d. 1180) had written a Historia scholastica (1169-73) that
brought an historical, rather than a logical, order to the Scripture message. He realized
that the Bible itself was a complicated collection of works: “a forest” through which
Christians had to find their way. His Historia, a Bible history that provided, with the help
of the Fathers of the Church and profane historians, a map through the forest, was also
an alternate way of studying the Scripture message.

As the universities developed in the thirteenth century, then, there were three alter-
natives for studying the Scriptural message: the Bible itself, the Historia scholastica, and
the Sentences, or Summae quaestionum, that followed more or less the Sentences of
Lombard.

The study of the Bible always held the primary place in the curriculum. It could,
however, take place in any of the three aforementioned ways. Even when they studied
the Bible itself, some medievals preferred to get an over-view of the whole of both the
0Old and New Testaments; others preferred to look at a specific work of the Old Testament
and then contrast it with the enhancing viewpoint of a New Testament work. As they
stepped somewhat beyond the biblical text itself, some favored the unified historical view
provided by Peter Comestor’s Historia scholastica. As the university developed its alter-
native to Aristotle’s philosophical wisdom, the Sentences of Lombard, or collection of
questions according to a logical ordering principle, became the more dominant way of
studying the revelation found in the Scriptures. Yet, it is important to realize that each
of these different approaches was in reality a different manner of studying the biblical
message. God's revelation, as understood by the Christian Church, not as presented by
heretical exponents, remained central to all forms of medieval theological study.

The tensions concerning different ways of studying Scripture are well illustrated in
the Summa aurea of William of Auxerre. There, William raises the question of whether
the Fathers of the Church, especially Augustine and Gregory the Great, were not weak-
ening the authority of Scripture when they sought arguments to support the faith.
Doesn’t faith stand on its own terms? Why does it need rational arguments? In the
1220s William gives the answer that justifies and has justified “theology” since the time
of the Fathers of the Church. He quotes St. Augustine’s On the Trinity: I do not approve
of all knowledge, since some of it is pursued out of pure vanity or without purpose, but
I do approve “of that knowledge by which our most wholesome faith, which leads to
true fulfillment, is begotten, nourished, defended and strengthened.” This citation from
St. Augustine summarizes the justification for medieval developments in theology:
rational argument is needed for begetting, nourishing, defending, and strengthening
the faith. And, as we have already seen, in the case of Abelard, Gregory the Great’s
warning that “faith loses its merit when it has evidence supporting it” is only applica-
ble when a person resists belief unless there is evidence that is the sole justifying ground
for acceptance. Faith is the primary motive or ground for assenting to the indubitable
truth of revelation. By faith, our minds are expanded to a fuller capacity. We submit,
through faith, to a mind higher than our own, who reveals a reality beyond any
produced by our own will or reason.
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The Competition with Aristotle

The greatest Christian Latin writer of the West was undoubtedly St. Augustine. His
influence is overwhelming: Hugh of St. Victor (d. c.1141), the author of a Collection of
Sentences (summa sententiarum) and On the Sacraments of the Christian Faith (De sacra-
mentis fidei Christianae), through his many citations from the Bishop of Hippo estab-
lished himself as “the second Augustine.” The numerous citations of Augustine in
Lombard’s Sentences could easily make him a worthy candidate for the same title.
Augustine is, beyond doubt, the most influential Patristic authority among medieval
writers. Despite Augustine’s formidable presence, there would be a challenge to the
organization he gave to the divine mysteries and especially to the neo-Platonic influ-
ences on his reflections. He lived in a world that was ruled intellectually by Stoic and
neo-Platonic philosophers. His criticism of the Stoic form of neo-Platonist thought, in
Book XIX of The City of God, is masterful in its ridicule of a man-centered reality. There
he redefined “justice” as “the tranquillity of order.” His new order had God, not man,
at the apex. Man's search for “peace” could only be found when man realized that he
was a creature of God, not a self-made man. It could only be established when men sub-
mitted themselves to the divine order, not an order constructed by their own thought
or fancy.

Augustine’s model of Christian thinking earned respect for a millennium, and even
beyond. Yet, Christian theologians encountered a new challenge in the late twelfth and
the thirteenth centuries. A new voice was in the air: Aristotle’s voice. It was supported
in different ways by his early Greek commentators, Themistius and Alexander of
Aphrodisias, and the Arabian Avempace, who presented a very metaphysical and lofty
Aristotle. But it was also advanced by an Averroes who approached a more physically
anchored Aristotle who only spoke of a divine being to the degree that he was a cause
manifested through his effects.

The preparatory curriculum had changed. The Arts faculty that studied the tradi-
tional seven liberal arts only did so in a nominal way. The Arts curriculum at the Uni-
versity of Paris by 1255 had changed to a philosophy curriculum: the older “dialectics”
section of the seven liberal arts squeezed out the other subjects and had slowly intro-
duced the other works of Aristotle in their place. This was the new preparation for the
study of Scripture — the Aristotelian philosophy curriculum. It challenged the very
structure and nature of the Scripture or theology faculty. If Aristotle in his philosoph-
ical writings could offer a proof for a Prime Mover or god, could the Christians inspired
by the Scriptures offer a more solid proof? In short, could theology be as solid a science
as Aristotle’s theologia, or did it fall short of any scientific measure?

At the University of Paris, the Franciscan Odo Rigaud (d. 1275), citing Aristotle’s
very terms (dignitates, suppositiones, and conclusiones) describing scientific procedure,
attempted to show the similarity between the scientific method of Aristotle and that of
a scientific theology. Shortly thereafter, the new precision is most evident in the Com-
mentary on the Sentences of St. Bonaventure (d. 1274). It is important to note that in
some of his works Bonaventure uses a more traditional neo-Platonic and Augustinan
approach to studying reality as portrayed by the Scriptures. However, in his university
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responsibilities of lecturing on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, he adjusts his method
to the challenge of Aristotle’s works. First of all, he divides his prologue to the work
into four parts that explicitly parallel the four causes of Aristotle, studying the mater-
ial, formal, final, and efficient causes proposed by the Philosopher. If you compare
Bonaventure’s Prologue to the Sentences with the Summa attributed to his Franciscan
predecessor at Paris, Alexander of Hales, you will find striking differences between the
two on almost all considerations of the various causes. If we look at the efficient cause,
we can note that for Alexander, the author of a Summa or the Sentences is God (since
they treat of God's revelation), whereas for Bonaventure, the author of the Sentences is
Peter Lombard. Bonaventure justifies his position by distinguishing between a scribe, a
compiler, a commentator, and an author. An author differs from the others: he writes
his own words and joins them to the words of others, as does a commentator. The dif-
ference between an author and a commentator, however, is this: an author’s own words
form the principal part of the work, whereas the words of others are added for the sake
of confirmation.

Likewise, in dealing with the formal cause, or way of proceeding, of the Sentences,
there will be a distinct variation in the theological study of the Scriptures between the
two men. For Alexander, following Augustine, any study of God, the cause of causes,
is wisdom. Even Aristotle’s study of the cause of causes, the Prime Mover, is wisdom,
though less properly, since it concerns itself with the cause of causes as a form of
knowledge following the way of art and reasoning. This is not wisdom properly and
principally speaking, which is the wisdom of the Scriptures “that perfects the soul
according to affection by moving the believer toward the good through principles of fear
and love.” Alexander, again following Augustine, affirms that science, in contrast to
wisdom, is the study of caused beings. Furthermore, it perfects our knowledge in accord
with truth. If we would schematize Alexander’s view of the kinds of knowledge we can
obtain in our studies, we would say that there is: (1) Christian Theology: wisdom as
wisdom — the study of God which leads us to the love of God; (2) First Philosophy:
wisdom as science — the study of the cause of causes which deepens our knowledge of
the first cause; and (3) the Sciences — science as science — knowledge of caused things,
including those that also are consequent, though not first, causes. Bonaventure looks
to the end or purpose of studying the Sentences of Lombard. Since that purpose is to
promote the faith, it follows an investigative approach that is effective in advancing the
faith. Such a rational pursuit as that found in the Sentences is not about belief as such;
the theology of the Sentences is “about belief as something to be understood.” Accord-
ing to Bonaventure, this kind of investigative procedure is necessary to advance the
faith for three types of men: “for some are opposed to the faith, some are weak in faith,
and some are strong in faith.” The questioning approach of the Sentences provides argu-
ments and analogies helpful in the defense of the faith against those who challenge it.
Secondly, the investigative approach helps those who are weak in the faith, by present-
ing arguments supporting the faith. If heretics and other attackers were to give argu-
ments and there were none to show the Catholic positions, befuddled believers would
not continue to believe. So far, Bonaventure seems to follow closely Augustine’s decla-
ration at the beginning of On the Trinity, chapter XIV, supporting the kind of study “by
which that most wholesome faith that leads to true blessedness is begotten, nourished,
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defended and strengthened.” Yet, Bonaventure still has his third group of people to con-
sider: those strong in the faith. For this group, the study associated with the Sentences
is effective in bringing the intellectual pleasure of understanding. The nature of the
believer’s soul is to understand what it believes. As Bonaventure has already said: the
theology of the Sentences is “about belief as something to be understood.” In terms of
Alexander’s categories, Bonaventure has altered the scheme a bit: there is now also a
Christian Theology that is wisdom as science. He may in many works, such as The
Journey of the Mind to God, The Triple Way, and The Tree of Life, pursue wisdom as
wisdom; but he has also made room in his Commentary on the Sentences, Disputed Ques-
tions on the Trinity, Disputed Questions on the Knowledge of Christ, that is, his more prop-
erly university classroom works, for a more scientific approach of an Aristotelian type
in studying God’s revelation. Similar variations can be found in the treatments that
other masters approve for the considerations of the material and final causes of Summae
and the Sentences.

The most explicit attempt at setting up the analogy between philosophical study and
theological study, however, is found at the beginning of the very first question of The
Summa of Theology (Summa Theologiae) of Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274). For clarification
purposes he first, and quite surprisingly, asks: “Whether, besides the philosophical dis-
ciplines, any further teaching is required?” In other words: Is reason sufficient in itself
in man'’s pursuit of fulfillment? He answers that for man to obtain salvation it is nec-
essary to have a teaching revealed by God. He explains why:

For the truth about God, such as reason can know it, would only be known by a few, and
that after a long time, and with the admixture of many errors; whereas man’s whole
salvation, which is in God, depends upon the knowledge of this truth.

This is true of the knowledge of God such as reason can know Him. A revelation is a
fortiori necessary for the truths that are only knowable through divine revelation, such
as God as triune, and the Incarnation of the Son of God. So far, Aquinas is showing the
limitations of philosophy and of the Philosopher, Aristotle. In the second article of the
first question of the Summa, he shows, however, the strong presence of Aristotle in his
conception of theology. There he asks if the study of sacred teaching can be a science.
He answers:

We must bear in mind that there are two kinds of sciences. There are some which proceed
from principles known by the natural light of the intellect, such as arithmetic and geom-
etry and the like. There are also some which proceed from principles known by the light of
a higher science: thus the science of optics proceeds from principles established by geom-
etry, and music from principles established by arithmetic. So it is that sacred doctrine is a
science because it proceeds from principles made known by the light of a higher science,
namely, the science of God and the blessed. Hence, just as music accepts on authority the
principles taught by the arithmetician, so sacred doctrine accepts the principles revealed
by God.

This distinction concerning the different kinds of sciences, along with examples of
optics and music as subalternated sciences, comes from Aristotle’s chief treatise on
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scientific knowledge, the Posterior Analytics. For Thomas, Aristotle’s subalternated, but
nonetheless legitimate, sciences justify the claim that theology is a subalternated
science. Like Aristotle’s subalternated sciences, which do not have the direct evidence
that would make them sciences in their own right, theology also lacks direct evidence
that would make it a science on its own. Yet theology, like optics and music, is based on
the evidence that exists for those who know directly the divine realities revealed in the
Scriptures, namely God and the blessed. It even has a greater claim to being a subal-
ternated science than optics and music do: it is based on divine authority, which neither
deceives nor can be deceived, whereas optics and music are based on human author-
ity, which is subject to deception.

The first principles employed in theological deductions of further truths are premises
accepted on faith. In fact, Thomas considers the first principles of theology to be the
articles of the Creed, and the very word “Creed” derives from credere, which means “to
believe” or “to accept on faith.” How can theology be a science if it is based on faith?
Are not faith and science opposed to one another? Does not Aquinas himself say that
you can not have faith and science about the same thing? The answer to these queries
requires a number of clarifications. First of all, proper science is based on evidence and
is not compatible with faith. Subalternated science is based on authority, and the
authority itself — not the one who accepts on faith the declarations of the authority —
has evidence. Next, however, in his Commentary on the “De Trinitate” of Boethius, we can
see Thomas’s effort to make his claim of a parallel between the method of theology and
the method of philosophy even stronger, and he does so by focusing on first principles
that in neither discipline can be proved. In the case of theology, first principles or the
articles of the Creed are accepted because God has revealed them. As first principles,
they can be accepted only because the First Truth, God, who has both knowledge and
veracity, guarantees them. This does not mean that they are blindly believed. Reason
does not abandon the first principles of the Christian faith:

They are also defended against those who attack them, as the Philosopher argues against
those who deny principles. Moreover they are clarified by certain analogies, just as the prin-
ciples that are naturally known are made evident by induction but not proved by demon-
strative reasoning.

Once again, the procedures of Aristotle, now concerning first principles, are
employed in a parallel way in Thomas’s manner of pursuing theology. Yet, this is only
the prologue to the actual practice of doing theology, where much more of Aristotle’s
actual philosophy, and not just his method of proceeding, will be brought up for con-
sideration and judgment. Aristotle’s total corpus played a significant role in the forma-
tion of Aquinas’s philosophical-theological synthesis.

Differing Verdicts on the “Aristotelianization” of Theology

The two strongest critics of Aquinas’s claims concerning the scientific nature of theol-
ogy were Henry of Ghent (d. 1293) and Godfrey of Fontaines (d. ¢.1309). Henry criti-
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cized Aquinas from an Augustinian perspective. This does not mean that Henry
neglected Aristotle. Indeed, he knew him exceptionally well and this is most evident in
his criticism of Aquinas’s claim that theology is a subalternated science, a science sub-
alternated to the knowledge that God and the blessed have of the divine, and a knowl-
edge revealed by God through his prophets and evangelists. What it does mean is that
Henry tells you exactly what Aristotle meant by subalternated science and how his
theory of subalternation is not applicable to the God of the Scriptures.

Henry analyzes in detail the meaning of subalternation and studies each of the
examples of subalternation that Aristotle provides in his Posterior Analytics. He
attempts to show that they do not fit the case of Christian theology. The essential char-
acteristic of Aristotle’s discussion of subalternation according to Henry is that the sub-
alternating science presents the why (scientia propter quid) of that of which the
subalternated science presents the that (scientia quia). Knowledge of the why of some-
thing, according to Aristotle, is attained by reasoning. God, however, does not reason.
So, it cannot be the case that God's knowledge is superior to man’s knowledge because
He reasons about the why of things, while we humans only know the that of reality. In
brief, from Henry's perspective, Aristotle’s theory of subalternation follows a human
model that does not fit the divine way of knowing. It is not applicable to the actuality
of the triune God's knowledge and its relationship to the truth He has revealed to us.

Godfrey of Fontaines criticizes Aquinas from an Aristotelian viewpoint. He is
strongly critical of Aquinas, with whom he generally has great sympathies. In the
present case, however, where he evaluates Thomas’s theory of the subalternation of
theology, he distinguishes acutely between the certitude of evidence (found in philoso-
phy) and the certitude of belief or conviction (found in those who accept the Scriptures
as God's revealed word). He then argues:

To say, therefore, that the principles of theology are only believed and not known or under-
stood, and thus possessing only the certitude of conviction, still produce scientific certi-
tude in the conclusions drawn from them is to say that the conclusions are better known
than the principles, namely, that the conclusions have the twofold certitude of evidence
and conviction while the principles have only the latter one. Now this is to say contradic-
tory things and it harms on a large scale theology and its teachers to propose such ficti-
tious claims concerning it to those entering upon its study.

Both Henry and Godfrey disagree with Thomas Aquinas’s theory of the subalterna-
tion of university theology to the knowledge of God and the blessed. If both fight against
Aquinas, they fight even more against one another. Henry begins the battle against
Godfrey by affirming the implications of the latter’s critique of Aquinas:

It is an absolutely startling thing that in every other university faculty the teachers attempt
to praise their science to the extent that this is possible. It is only certain theologians, who
in order that they might seem to praise philosophy, put down theology, asserting that it is
not a science and that the true things that we believe cannot really be made intelligible in
the present life. Such people shut off for themselves any road toward knowing and under-
standing the truths of the faith, and they fill others with despair of coming to understand
them. This is an extremely pernicious approach and it is harmful to the Church and a dan-
gerous position.
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Godfrey’s position itself at this stage of his explanation is quite limited. It centers
mainly on how a theologian and a simple believer differ in their faith. Both believe and
accept the truths of the faith because of their belief. If there is any difference between
the two types of believer then it consists in the theologian’s superior knowledge of the
Scriptures: he can tell you the Scriptural warrants for affirming the Trinity of persons,
or the Incarnation of the Son of God, or the divine production of creatures. The
theologian’s knowledge is a science of the Scriptures (scientia sacrae Scripturae).

For Henry, Godfrey’s portrait of the theologian is too weak. Godfrey, according to
Henry, makes theology a science of texts, not a science of the realities of which the
Scriptures speak. Henry claims that some theologians receive extra help from God to
understand the realities of which the Scriptures speak. This special light, according to
Henry, is a middle light (Iumen medium) between the light of faith and the light of glory.
Certainly, it presupposes the light of faith, but it also permits a theologian to go beyond
simple faith to some understanding of its mysteries. It does not provide the kind of evi-
dence that we can anticipate in the light of glory, but it does give some evidence of
the realities in which we believe. We can sense the presence of this middle light in
Augustine, Hugh of Saint-Victor, and many other theologians. They do not simply cite
Scriptural texts; they manifest a certain grasp of the realities of the faith. No one
reading their works could fail to see that they are talking about the triune God, not just
about Scriptural texts.

Godfrey, perhaps in response to Henry’s critique, will return to a theology that
attempts to gain some knowledge of the realities of the faith. Nonetheless, he contin-
ues to stress that theology is based on faith, not on evidence. He will search for analo-
gies to bring some understanding of the mysteries of faith, but he always underscores
the fact that theologians have a science of the faith (scientia fidei). If we measure our
knowledge according to evidence, then philosophy is superior to theology. If we
measure it in terms of certitude, then theology is superior to philosophy, since our the-
ological knowledge depends on God, who can neither deceive nor be deceived, whereas
our natural knowledge can at times go astray. Yet, by the very fact that we search for
examples and analogies taken from philosophical experience, we admit the superiority
of evidence found in our natural knowledge — we use it to go from the known (natural
objects) to the unknown (revealed objects of faith).

Henry has a very different theory of knowledge. For him, God is the first thing known
and it is in light of divine illumination that we know creatures as creatures and not just
as objects that are unexplainably present before us. God is not the first reality we know
explicitly, but when we examine what we do know and examine it deeply, we realize
that we could know nothing without the assistance of the divine light. It is parallel to
the case of our seeing. We assume that we first know the varied colored things that
appear to our senses. Only later do we realize that without the light of the sun, we would
be able to see nothing. We are not first conscious of the light, but we realize later that
we could see nothing without it. A fortiori is it the case with the objects of faith for the
theologian: he would see nothing divine if it were not for the middle light. And just as
we are not aware of the light of faith, but we do believe because of it, so we are not
aware of the middle light of theological understanding, but it is by its assistance that
theologians come to understand the realities or mysteries of the faith. Henry, then, is
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more protective of mystical experiences and special graces than Godfrey ever would be.
Certainly, the latter would admit that revelation is a special grace, but he tends to limit
the actuality of such special graces to Scriptural revelation. He places strong question
marks over claims for special lights for theologians. Thus, he accuses Henry of a certain
haughtiness and presumption. For sure, he is convinced that neither he nor many other
theologians have such a special middle light between the lights of faith and glory. For
Godfrey, theology is hard intellectual work.

The Development of a New Accent

At the beginning of the fourteenth century, the Dominican Durandus of Saint-
Pourcain assigned three meanings to the word “theology.” “Theology” could be a
synonym for “Scripture.” In this sense of the word, the accent was on the content of
revelation. This meaning of “theology” well fitted the uses of Alexander of Hales and
his contemporaries, who all considered theology in its various forms simply as varied
expressions of the word of God.

Theology’s second meaning in Durandus’s catalog expresses the character princi-
pally accentuated by St. Thomas and Godfrey. It focuses on the scientific character of
theology, which centers on the manner in which conclusions legitimately flow from and
are anchored in the premises that support them. It is what we might call deductive the-
ology, and is well based, among other supports, on Aristotle’s distinction between
“science” (episteme) and “intuition” or “intellect” (nous). Nous is immediate insight or
an illumination into the source or cause of an effect. “Science” is mediate or arrives
through reflection. It starts with “insights” or “first principles” and moves on to con-
clusions that flow from these principles or premises. Durandus tells us that in his era,
the beginning of the fourteenth century, this is the principal meaning of “theology.”
Theology begins with the articles of the faith as principles and then derives further,
more explicit, truths as conclusions. It is a “lasting quality of the soul by means of
which it deduces further things from the articles of the faith and the sayings of Sacred
Scripture in the way that conclusions are deduced from principles.”

The third meaning of “theology” focuses on the principles or premises with which
deductive theology begins. We noted already that Thomas Aquinas identified the first
principles of theology as the articles of the faith. In doing so, he differed significantly
from the meaning that William of Auxerre gave to first principles. William gave his
attention to the knower or believer and what he first came to know. For him, the prin-
ciples of theology were the things that first struck those who heard the Gospels
preached: that Christ was poor, that he was meek and humble, etc. For Aquinas, the
first principles are on a different level. They are the truths that are first in the order of
importance. That Christ is the Son of God is not more true than that he was poor; but
it is more important in the order of teaching or in the order of a fuller understanding
of the mystery of Christ. The third meaning of “theology” concentrates on the princi-
ples or premises of theology rather than on the conclusions drawn from the principles.
It is presented by Durandus as the type of theology that is “a lasting quality of the soul
by means of which the faith and those things handed down in sacred Scripture are
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defended and clarified by using principles that we know better.” It follows the pattern
of Aquinas’'s Commentary on the “De Trinitate” of Boethius, where the focus is on the
principles or articles of the faith taken on their own terms rather than on the princi-
ples taken as premises for deriving other new knowledge.

A Franciscan theologian from the second decade of the fourteenth century, Peter
Aureoli (d. 1322), became the great defender at Paris of the third, and less common,
form of theology. He did not speak of “theology” in terms of “science,” but rather in
terms of “wisdom.” And he interpreted “wisdom,” according to Book VI of Aristotle’s
Nicomachean Ethics, as a combination of “science” and “insight” or “intellect.” Peter
Aureoli thus distinguished the deductive or scientific approach to theology from the
declarative or premise-oriented theology that focused on the first principles or funda-
mental starting points of theology. His theology primarily concentrated on the premises
or articles of the faith in themselves and not on the principles as premises for further
conclusions. Remember that Aquinas, in his Commentary on the “De Trinitate” of
Boethius, had said that Aristotle defended his first principles by showing that to deny
them led to self-contradiction, and that he attempted to give analogies or examples that
would confirm first principles. This is what Peter Aureoli considered the primary task
of the theologian: to explain key theological terms, and to defend the articles of the
faith against heretics, and to find suitable analogies to confirm these articles. He was
not primarily interested in extending the domain of Christian theology; he was princi-
pally concerned with finding ways of nourishing the faith of believers and confirming
the main articles of the faith. These articles of the faith thus became the center of atten-
tion. Explaining the terms connected with a trinitarian God or with a divine Mediator
was one of the principal chores of the theologian. Another task was to develop the facil-
ity to answer the challenges of heretical thinkers concerning these truths. A further
challenge was to discover the most suitable examples or analogies to illustrate as ade-
quately as possible the faith content of the Church’s belief or creed concerning the
Trinity or Incarnation.

Aureoli defended this declarative approach to the study of theology by appealing to
St. Augustine and claiming that his De Trinitate was a sure illustration of the clarifica-
tion of theological terms, of the separation of true doctrine from heretical teachings,
and of the search for sturdier analogies of the mystery of the triune God. In following
the example of Augustine, the theologian develops a habit that is distinct from the habit
of faith. It is a declarative habit, not a faith habit — which the theologian has in common
with all believers.

In the 1340s Gregory of Rimini commented on the Sentences of Lombard at Paris
and opposed the declarative theology of Peter Aureoli. According to Gregory, a theolo-
gian does not principally search for analogies drawn from the natural world. He does
not principally go to other sciences, or other teachings, or to probable propositions. His
principal effort is to understand the Scriptures. He advances the knowledge of the faith
by extending its explicit domain. Theology is deductive. It draws out what follows nec-
essarily from the truths contained formally in Sacred Scripture. The theologian’s ability
is not really distinct from that of the simple believer. He principally develops a faith
habit. The difference is that his faith habit is one that holds more explicitly what the
ordinary believer holds implicitly. All believers accept whatever God has revealed; a the-
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ologian is able to make explicit what most believers hold implicitly because of their trust
in the First Truth who is the guarantee of the Christian faith. In his advice to Peter
Aureoli and declarative theologians, Gregory instructs them to go back to Augustine
and reread his texts. They have gotten it all wrong:

But it is established that every such element of knowledge either is expressly contained in
Sacred Scripture or is deducible from what is contained there. Otherwise, the Scriptures
would not suffice for our salvation and for the defense of our faith, etc. Yet, Augustine, in
the last chapter of Book II of On Christian Teaching tells us that the Scriptures do suffice,
when he says: “Whatever a man might learn outside of Scripture, if it is harmful, it is con-
demned in the Sacred Writings; if it is useful, then it is already found there.”

In short, theology is primarily about faith. Dependence on other sources is acciden-
tal, not essential or primary. As believers, we do not accept something as true because
of a probable argument supporting it; we accept it because it is divinely revealed.
Theologians have as their main task to manifest what is divinely revealed, not to search
for non-essential arguments to bolster the faith.

A Necessary Marriage

Although Peter Aureoli and Gregory of Rimini had their followers, many theologians
saw the need for both approaches to theology. Peter of Candia, who lectured on the Sen-
tences of Lombard at Paris in 1378-80, criticized both authors to the degree that they
stressed only one side of the theological challenge. For Peter of Candia both approaches
were necessary and legitimate. We can consider the divine revelation as containing
explicit truths or we can consider it as providing principles that can be further under-
stood by being made more explicit. We cannot think of declarative and deductive the-
ology as though they are two distinct opposed theologies. We should rather speak of
them as two legitimate and necessary theological habits or abilities that should be devel-
oped by all well-balanced theologians. All the truths of the faith are not explicitly con-
tained in the Scriptures: that is why the Fathers of the Church and the Councils had to
make them explicit. In doing so, they practiced deductive theology. Still, not all doctrines
are clear in themselves. At times, when dealing with the Trinity, words such as
“person,” “nature,” and “substance” need to be defined. Distortions coming from
heretical teachings need to be corrected. And even though we accept God'’s revelation
because of the gift of faith, still arguments confirm and strengthen our faith. Faith is
fundamental. We do not accept revealed truths because of the arguments presented.
Yet, the arguments are not useless. That is why St. Augustine encouraged his readers
to pursue “that knowledge by which our most wholesome faith, which leads to true
happiness, is begotten, nourished, defended and strengthened.” Faith is a gift or grace,
but it is also begotten by good example, by preaching, by argument, and many other
human efforts. God can give his gifts through human instruments. As Aquinas put it:
“science begets and nourishes faith by way of external persuasion ... but the chief
proper cause of faith is that which moves man inwardly to assent.” God uses human
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instruments, such as preachers and teachers, to beget, nourish, defend, and strengthen
faith.

Yet, such instruments are not sufficient on their own to produce faith. If they were,
then every competent preacher would be effective in leading his listeners to affirm the
faith and every able teacher would be successful in his efforts to defend and strengthen
the faith. Theology in none of its forms provides the evidence for the assent of faith.
The affirmations to revealed truth are based on the gift of faith. Peter of Candia poses
his question concerning the nature of theology in these precise terms: “Does the intel-
lect of human beings here in this world acquire through theological study evident
knowledge of revealed truths?” And his formal answer is: “Through theological study
only declarative and faith-extending habits are developed, and through these developed
abilities no evident knowledge of the articles of the faith is acquired.” This statement
well summarizes the efforts of medieval theologians to explain what they hoped to
attain in their classes of theology.



CHAPTER 10
Reformation

Carl R. Trueman

Introduction

The most cataclysmic theological changes in the West between those precipitated by
the Aristotelian renaissance of the twelfth century and those surrounding the Enlight-
enment of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries center on the period of history
known as the Reformation, which, allowing for the arbitrary nature of clear-cut peri-
odization of history, ran from ¢.1500 to ¢.1650. Of course, the Reformation was not
only — or, some would argue, even primarily — a theological event. It embraced a whole
complex of social, economic, and political movements and changes which fundamen-
tally transformed the nature of European society;' nevertheless, the theological dimen-
sion of the period cannot be ignored, for to do so would, on a historical level, involve a
basic misunderstanding of how individuals and societies thought of themselves in rela-
tion to each other, to the world around them, and to God; and, on a theological level,
one cannot even begin to understand the nature of the Church situation today without
some grasp of the issues which served as the means of dividing the Western Church
into its Roman Catholic and Protestant halves.?

The amount of scholarship on Reformation theology is vast — and the amount of
theological literature, books, and pamphlets, which the Reformers and their opponents
produced via the relatively recent invention of the printing press, is scarcely less impres-
sive in volume. As a result, an article such as this is necessarily selective, almost to the
point of absurdity; however, in order to give the reader some basic orientation within
the field, I shall focus on four key areas: the Lutheran doctrine of justification; the Chris-
tology which underlay this doctrine and which served to separate the Lutheran and
Reformed confessions; and some comments on the nature of theological development
within Protestant theology in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Issues
relating to matters such as authority, tradition, and Church, while arguably just as
important as those to be discussed, cannot be dealt with adequately alongside these and
so will be left to one side, as will discussion of those figures and movements which stood
outside of the mainstream magisterial Reformation, such as the anabaptists.
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The Lutheran Doctrine of Justification

One of the key elements of Reformation theology which distinguished it from the the-
ology of the medieval period was its emphasis on the priority of the assurance of sal-
vation in the Christian life. This is not to argue, of course, that the medievals had no
interest in being certain of God's favor. The immediate theological background of
Martin Luther himself was the so-called via moderna, the “modern way,” associated
with theologians such as Gabriel Biel (c.1415-95).> Put simply, this tradition under-
stood salvation as being made possible through a gracious pactum (“pact”) which God
had made with human beings. In this pactum God had willed that the grace would be
given to those who did their best ( facienti quod in se est, Deus gratiam non denegat — liter-
ally: “To the one who does what is in him, God does not deny grace”). On the surface,
this would appear to provide a cast-iron means of establishing whether one is in a state
of grace or not: one simply does one’s best and draws the inevitable conclusion. Never-
theless, a problem arises in establishing exactly how one knows one has done one’s best,
and certainly, in the experience of Luther it was the case that the harder he worked at
being a faithful Christian, the more he realized how far short of “doing his best” he
actually fell. The result for Luther, then, was not assurance of salvation but despair, and
it was this despair that provided the personal dynamic for Luther’s Reformation theol-
ogy, a theology driven by the need to answer the simple yet crucial question, “Where
can I find a gracious God?”

In a passage whose chronology and details have been hotly disputed by scholars over
the years, Luther described how his experiences as a young monk and scholar led to
his so-called “Reformation breakthrough.” His experience focused on Romans 1:17,
particularly the reference to “the justice of God”:

Thated this work “the justice of God” which by the use and usage of the doctorsI was taught
to understand philosophically in terms of the so-called formal or active justice with which
God is just and punishes sinners and the unrighteous. For, however irreproachably I lived
as a monk, I felt myself before God to be a sinner with a most unquiet conscience, nor could
I be confident that I had pleased him with my satisfaction. . . . At last, God being merciful
... I'noticed the context of the words, namely, “The justice of God is revealed in it; as it is
written, the just shall live by faith.” Then and there, I began to understand the justice of
God as that by which the righteous man lives by the gift of God, namely, by faith, and this
sentence “The justice of God is revealed in the gospel” to be that passive justice with which
the merciful God justifies us by faith as it is written: “The just shall live by faith.”*

The passage contains all the ingredients outlined above: the initial belief that it is
human efforts that provide the immediate cause of God’s graciousness to the individ-
ual; the increasingly desperate attempts to please God through works of self-
righteousness; the ultimate failure of this approach to answer the question of how God
can be gracious to the sinner; and the new understanding of Romans 1:17 which, as
Luther says further on, “opened the gates of paradise.”

What Luther is claiming here is that the antidote to the agonies of conscience to
which he was subjected because of his own failure to meet God’s exacting standards of
righteousness was his discovery that the justice of God was not something by which
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God punished human beings, but something by which he himself made them righteous
—in other words, the realization that salvation did not depend upon what he did for God
but upon what God did for him. Such a position is, of course, hardly radical and points
merely to an anti-Pelagian understanding of salvation which roots all saving activity
in the initiative and continuing work of God. Where Luther develops the Christian
tradition in a more radical way is in his understanding of in what precisely this divine
justification of sinners consists.

Fundamental to this is that which later scholarship has come to characterize as the
law—gospel dialectic. Luther operated with an understanding of humanity that saw its
basic sin as being that of self-justification. This was manifested in any number of ways.
At the Heidelberg Disputation of 1518, Luther referred to those whom he called “the-
ologians of glory.”® A thinly veiled attack on both the medieval schoolmen and con-
temporary Catholic theologians, this name was used to describe those Luther regarded
as attempting to create God in their own image by building up a picture of God and his
attributes which reflected their own human expectation of who God should be and
what he should expect from human beings. The result was a God who bears a striking
resemblance to sinful humanity. As an alternative, Luther proposed a “theology of the
cross” —a theology which begins at the point at which God himself has chosen to reveal
himself. According to Luther, this point is the cross, where all human expectations of
who God is and how he acts are completely overturned — he sows his strength through
his weakness, his glory through his humiliation, his love through his wrath poured out
on the Son.®

This “theology of the cross” is not just a point of theological epistemology or method-
ology, but something with profound soteriological implications. For Luther, the way one
comes to know this revealed God is not by simply exchanging one set of premises or
data for another, the analogy of being for the analogy of the cross, but by exerting faith
— and faith is the gift of God. This ties in with Luther’s whole doctrine of justification
by faith and with the dialectic between the law and the gospel. The problem is that sinful
human beings are always trying to create God in their own image and always trying to
please him through their own efforts, rather than approaching God as he has given
himself to be approached by them. Within this context, the Law, with its demands that
the individual perform perfect acts of righteousness, demonstrates that humans cannot
please God by their own efforts (e.g. WA 40:482.22-483.11). As a result, they are
driven to despair of themselves and thus to look to Christ where God’s salvation is to be
found. As Luther declares in his Lectures on Galatians:

When the Law urges you, despairing of your own works, to seek help and solace in Christ,
then that is indeed its proper use: thus, through the gospel, it serves justification. This is
the best and most perfect use of the Law. (WA 40:490.22—4)

The Law, then, is that which points to the impossibility of human self-justification and
which starts the process of overturning natural human expectations of who God is and
what he expects. It is only when this process of despair has been experienced that the
believer then turns to Christ and, grasping him through faith, is justified through
Christ’s righteousness:
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It must be noted here that these three things, faith, Christ, and acceptance, are linked. Faith
grasps Christ and holds him present, as a ring incloses a gem. Whoever is found with such
faith, having grasped Christ within their heart, him will God declare righteous. This is the
means and basis by which we obtain remission of sins and righteousness. “Because you
believe in me” says God “and by faith have grasped Christ whom I have given to you to be
your Justifier and Saviour, therefore you are righteous.” Thus, God accepts or accounts
righteous only on account of Christ in whom you believe. (WA 40:233.16-24)

A number of observations are in order at this point. First, it is important to under-
stand that the basis of the believer’s righteousness, indeed, the only righteousness
which the believer possesses, is that of Christ. This is not imparted to the believer in some
kind of intrinsic way which renders the believer more holy than previously and which
would point to an understanding of justification as a process — such an idea would rep-
resent precisely the kind of medieval Catholic tradition, stemming from Augustine,
which Luther had found so inadequate in terms of his own experience and which he
found contradicted by Paul’s teaching in Romans. Instead, the righteousness is im-
puted to the believer — it remains extrinsic but is accounted to the believer, and it is this
which constitutes the basis of his justification — God’s declaration that believers are
righteous on account of Christ not being made righteous through some process of
sanctification.”

This fundamental objectivity to justification is, however, balanced by a subjective
pole in Luther’s thinking — the righteousness of Christ is not imputed to individuals
solely on the basis of Christ’s incarnation, death, and resurrection. Instead, it needs to
be appropriated by the individual through faith. Faith effects a union between the
believer and Christ that leads to a “joyful exchange” of sins for righteousness — Christ
takes the believer’s sins and the believer receives Christ’s righteousness. In a particu-
larly striking passage in The Freedom of a Christian, Luther uses one of his favorite
analogies, that of bride and bridegroom, to press home this point:

Faith joins the soul with Christ as a bride is joined to her bridegroom. . . . Thus the soul
which believes can boast of and glory in whatever Christ possesses as though it were its
own . ..and whatever the soul possesses, Christ claims as his own. ... Christ is full of

grace, life, salvation. The soul is full of sins, death, damnation. Let faith come between
them and Christ will have the sins, death and damnation, while the soul will have grace,
life, and salvation. (WA 7:54.31-55.36)

This, then, is justification by faith — believers, despairing of their own righteousness,
turn to Christ in faith and find that a joyful exchange of their sins for Christ’s right-
eousness takes place.

Two questions obviously arise at this point. The first is that of good works: where do
they fit into the grand scheme of things, if the righteousness of justification always
remains extrinsic? The answer Luther gave is straightforward: they are not a cause of
justification but an effect of it. It is because believers realize what Christ has done for
them that they then respond by loving God with all their hearts and souls and minds,
and their neighbors as themselves. There is, of course, much debate about the nature
of Luther’s ethical teaching and the precise nature of good works, but two things stand
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out: first, they play no role in justification; and, secondly, they are based upon the
believer’'s assurance of God's favor. In both these respects, Luther’s thinking — and,
indeed, much of the Reformation after him — represents a fundamental break with
medieval teaching, which both stressed the need for good works in justification (though
works based upon God’s grace, variously understood) and denied the possibility of
assurance of salvation to all but the elite few who had had a direct revelation of their
elect status from God himself.®

The second question is: is faith itself not a good work? Indeed, so important are the
implications of this question that they form an important part of what was perhaps
Luther’s greatest theological work, The Bondage of the Will, which was itself almost a
line-by-line refutation of Erasmus of Rotterdam’s work, Diatribe on Free Will. The work
is too long and complex to do it justice here, but suffice it to say that Luther developed
a rigorous and arguably deterministic doctrine of double predestination based not on
human impotence after the Fall but upon the very nature of God and his knowledge of
creation, which served to underscore the fact that faith itself was a gift of God given
only to those whom he had chosen, and not the result of any human initiative or
autonomous response to God'’s offer of salvation. If this predestinarian note was some-
what muted in much of his other writings, it is yet arguable that the abandonment of
such a position would have required a significant modification of his understanding of
human nature and of the nature and origin of faith.’

Assurance, Christology, and Eucharist

Luther’s search for the gracious God led him, as we noted above, to the cross at Calvary.
It was there, in the broken body of the incarnate God hanging upon the cross, that
Luther found the God of grace for whom he had been looking. Underlying this notion
was an understanding of Christ’s person which had radical implications for the whole
of his theology, particularly, as history was to demonstrate, for his understanding of the
eucharist.

Parallel to the distinction between law and gospel was a distinction in Luther’s the-
ology between God hidden and God revealed. God hidden was the awesome and terri-
ble God of judgment and of death. For a human being to approach the hidden God was
tantamount to suicide — one could expect nothing from such a God but hell and destruc-
tion. The revealed God, however, was the God of grace and mercy — those who
approached God where and how he had revealed himself and given himself to be
known, would find him gracious and merciful, the God of gospel love. This emphasis
gives Luther’s theology a profound christocentricity — it is in the incarnate Christ that
we find God as he has given himself to us, as he reveals himself to us.'” Thus, in answer
to the pressing question, “Where can I find the gracious God?” the reply resounds “In
Christ and in Christ alone.” The dramatic impact of this upon Luther’s Christology is
that he refuses to countenance any kind of gracious encounter between human beings
and God which does not involve Christ, and that not simply as the second person of the
Trinity, but as the incarnate person as well. It is in the humanity of Christ that the
believer finds God revealed as gracious, and to seek an encounter with God outside of
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that humanity is to seek the hidden God of judgment, not the revealed God of grace.
Put simply, the result is that wherever we today find the gracious God, there we also
find the gracious God’s humanity as well.

In terms of Reformation history, the immediate and devastating consequence of this
view was a breach between the Lutheran and Reformed churches over the nature of
the eucharist, a breach formalized by the failure to reach agreement on the issue at the
Colloquy of Marburg in 1529, where the principal protagonists were Luther himself
and the Zurich pastor and churchman Huldrych Zwingli."! While agreeing on 14', out
of 15 points for discussion, they failed to agree on the significance of the eucharist.'?
Zwingli argued for a symbolic presence of Christ in the eucharist, partly on the grounds
that Christ’s body was circumscribed by the normal physical dimensions of a human
body, and that this had ascended to heaven where he would remain until the second
coming. The key words “This is my body” could not, therefore, have anything other
than a primarily symbolic meaning.

For Luther, this effectively turned the eucharist into a disaster area — if the human-
ity of Christ was not present but God was there in some way, then it must be the hidden
God of judgment, and the eucharist is thus a means of judgment and damnation not
of grace. Instead, Luther saw no reason to take the words of institution at anything
other than face value: Christ said it was his body — therefore, it must be his body. The
metaphysical problems involved in tying the bread and the flesh together in the same
space did not worry him; for Luther, it was simply necessary to accept by faith that
Christ’s humanity, in some deep and mysterious way, was there in the bread and that,
as in the word, so in the eucharist the poor sinner found the gracious God.

In assessing the breach between Luther and Zwingli at Marburg, it is tempting to see
the issue as somewhat trivial given the large amount of common ground between the
two men — a debate over an admittedly difficult, though somewhat peripheral, piece of
exegesis. Indeed, the debate at Marburg tended to focus almost entirely on the issue of
exegesis at the expense of the underlying doctrinal concerns, with Zwingli arguing that,
as a literal interpretation of other sayings of Christ, such as “I am the door,” made no
sense, one was under no obligation to pursue such literalism with regard to the words
of institution. Luther’s response was simply to assert that non-literal interpretation
could be used when no other approach offered cogent results, but the literal way should
always be preferred. In the case of the eucharist, he argued, the literal approach did
not result in any absurdity. In arguing this, of course, he merely begged the question
of the criteria by which something is judged absurd, and thus pointed to the real points
of dispute between the Reformed and the Lutherans: those of Christology and soteri-
ology. It was ultimately the differing understandings of these two areas which provided
the criteria by which each side judged the exegesis of the other to be absurd.

To interpret the debate in purely exegetical terms, then, is to underestimate the the-
ological issues at stake. While it is true that the debates at Marburg hardly went beyond
points of exegesis and the hurling of insults, the underlying questions, those of soteri-
ology and Christology, are fundamentally important, and neither Luther nor Zwingli
could really have come to any meaningful agreement at Marburg without a distinct
modification, if not abandonment, of key theological points. It is these issues which
were the real source of doctrinal, and hence ecclesiastical, division, and it was debates
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about these questions which were to dominate the subsequent debates between the two
branches of mainstream Protestantism.

Lutheran and Reformed Theology: a Christological Comparison

Unlike Lutheranism, Reformed theology did not look to one single individual as its
symbolic theological fountainhead. Instead, its origins and development lay with a
number of highly significant theologians, of whom Huldrych Zwingli, Martin Bucer,
and Johannes Oecolampadius are probably the most significant of the first genera-
tion. In subsequent years, John Calvin, Heinrich Bullinger, Peter Martyr Vermigli,
Theodore Beza, Jerome Zanchius, Amandus Polanus, Franciscus Junius, and William
Perkins also had significant impact.’* Of all of these men, John Calvin was without
doubt the most significant, giving rise to the unfortunate characterization of Reformed
theology as “Calvinism,” a term which hides the pluriform roots of the movement and
gives Calvin a role in Reformed theology analogous to that of Luther in Lutheranism —
a role which, for all his pre-eminence as primus inter pares, Calvin never actually
played.'*

The key to understanding Reformed theology as a separate movement with Protes-
tantism is to understand that which distinguishes it from its main rival, Lutheranism.
While there are a variety of differences between the two movements, historically they
are distinguished, as we have noted, by differing views of the eucharist. It is this that
caused the fundamental breach between the two traditions and which was thus ulti-
mately responsible for their separate confessional histories and identities. Beneath the
difference on the eucharist lie two entirely different christologies: the Lutheran Chris-
tology involves a complete union of the Logos with the human nature, to the extent
that the properties of the divine nature, such as omnipresence, are communicated to
the human nature with the result that where the divinity is, there is the humanity also.
In arguing for this, the Lutherans safeguarded their doctrine of salvation which, as we
have seen, depended upon the ubiquity of Christ’s humanity. Reformed Christology,
however, denies this, arguing that while the human nature of Christ is grasped by the
Logos and the two natures are truly united in one person, the Logos continues to have
an existence outside of the human nature of Christ even after the incarnation.' To put
the matter in terms of the communication of properties from one nature to the other,
for the Lutherans the communication takes place between the natures, while for the
Reformed the communication takes place in the person, with both natures retaining
their distinctive properties. The Reformed teaching, known to posterity as the extra
calvinisticum, marks off Reformed Christology, and indeed, Reformed theology as a
whole, from that of the Lutheran churches.

Neither side was prepared to give significant ground to the other: for the Lutherans,
Reformed Christology, with its willingness to distinguish so clearly between the divine
and the human presence of Christ, smacked of Nestorianism; for the Reformed, the
Lutheran emphasis upon the communication of properties between the natures seemed
to disrupt the reality of Christ’s humanity and pointed towards an Apollinarian Chris-
tology involving a confusion of the two natures.
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The difference in Christology emerged very clearly in the formal treatments of
Christ’s life and ministry within the theologies of the two movements. Both groups used
the motif of humiliation and exaltation to describe the life of Christ in theological
terms. This approach was adopted in order to underline the historical movement of
Christ’s life and work in order to avoid an overly abstract or metaphysical approach to
incarnation which missed, or underemphasized, the underlying saving purpose of
Christ in history. Thus, there was a common concern behind both Lutheran and
Reformed approaches. It is there, however, that much of the similarity both begins and
ends.

For the Lutherans, the humiliation of Christ began at his incarnation when the
Logos took flesh and the attributes of divinity were communicated directly from the
divine nature to the human nature.'® It is important, however, to note that this humil-
iation is not a necessary part of the incarnation. Stooping to take human flesh was
indeed an act of great condescension on God’s part, but it is not this in which Christ’s
humiliation consists. After all, Christ is now exalted, but the incarnational union still
continues. Instead, the humiliation consists in the voluntary and temporary surrender
of the full powers of divinity by Christ so that he might suffer and die for the life of the
world. The subject of this humiliation is the human nature as it is in union with the
divine. The communication of properties between the natures means that, if Christ is
to suffer and die for the world, then there must be a voluntary suspension of these
divine attributes on the part of the human nature during Christ’s earthly ministry. This
surrender starts in the womb of the Virgin Mary and continues to his death on the
cross. It is then that the exaltation of Christ begins.

In Lutheran theology, the exaltation of Christ began historically with his return from
the dead in the grave followed by his literal descent into Hell (involving a literal reading
of the (in)famously difficult clause in the Apostles’ Creed), his resurrection, his ascen-
sion to heaven, and his current session at the right hand of the Father. Theologically,
this involves the resumption of the plenary exercise of divine power which had been
surrendered in the humiliation. In line with the teaching on humiliation, the divine
nature is not the active subject of exaltation, but the human nature as it is united with
the divine in the person of the mediator.

For the Reformed, the issue of humiliation and exaltation was somewhat different
because of the different understanding of the nature of the communication of proper-
ties.!” Because the divine attributes were not communicated to the human nature, the
human nature could not voluntarily surrender use of them. As a result, the Reformed,
while not regarding the incarnation itself as the humiliation (on the grounds, as the
Lutherans, that it continues into the eschaton), located the humiliation in the hiding
of divine glory and the submissive will to the Father that is involved both in the moment
of incarnation and in Christ’s subsequent life and ministry. The Logos is not, of course,
diminished by the incarnation, and so, strictly speaking, the state of humiliation was
restricted by the Reformed to the ministry of Christ on earth, up to and including his
death on the cross.

As well as the key difference in the understanding of humiliation generated by the
different understandings of the communication of properties, the Reformed also dis-
agreed with Lutherans regarding the state of exaltation. Instead of starting it with the
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descent into Hell, understood literally, the Reformed read this clause of the Apostles’
Creed as a symbolic statement concerning the terrible nature of Christ’s experience on
the cross and in the grave, and thus start the exaltation with the resurrection. More
significant still is their understanding of the session of Christ at the right hand of the
Father: the Lutherans, in line with their understanding of the direct communication of
properties, regarded this as referring to Christ’s omnipresence; the Reformed, in line
with their adherence to the extra calvinisticum, understood Christ’s body as locally
present in heaven, only to return to earth at the second coming. Thus, once again, the
Christological discussion leads in at least one way to questions relating to Christ’s pres-
ence in the eucharist.

In assessing Reformation theology and the debates which shaped the progress of
Protestantism in the two centuries after Luther’s initial call for reform, it is important
to see that it is Christology, as it relates to issues of salvation, revelation, assurance,
and sacraments, that holds center stage. It is this that provides a fundamental point
of continuity between Reformation Protestantism and its post-Reformation, pre-
Enlightenment, development. It is to this development that we now turn.

Post-Reformation Developments

After the initial period of Reformation activity in the first half of the sixteenth century,
the Lutheran and Reformed set about consolidating the political and theological gains
made by the earlier Reformers. What is interesting about this period is not simply the
continued conflict between the three major confessional traditions in the West, Roman
Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed, but also the fact that within each of these groups
themselves similar controversial issues arose. This is perhaps not surprising, given the
fact that all three confessions were, to an extent, in dialogue with the basic Augustin-
ian trajectory of theology which had shaped Western theological discussion for a thou-
sand years. Thus, the same issues about the nature and relationship of God’s grace to
human freedom and salvation arose for all three groups: the Catholics witnessed con-
troversy between the Jansenists and the Molinists, with the former holding to an anti-
Pelagian, the latter a semi-Pelagian understanding of grace; the Lutherans divided
quickly after Luther’s death into the Philippists, followers of Melanchthon and his mod-
erate approach to predestination, and the Gnesio-Lutherans, who regarded themselves
as preserving the authentic voice of their master on this issue;'® and the Reformed
founded a group later called the Arminians, after a controversial Leiden professor, Jacob
Arminius, breaking with strict predestinarianism and drawing on the arguments of the
Molinists to achieve the conceptual changes necessary.'’ The picture, then, very soon
became far more complex even than the breach at Marburg had suggested.

The development of Reformed and Lutheran theology in the 150 years after the
initial blasts of Luther and Zwingli against the papacy has been a source of much schol-
arly controversy, much of it focusing on whether that which developed in the late
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries represents a legitimate development or a
fundamental deviation from the theology of the early Reformers. There is not space here
to analyze or assess the argument for and against the so-called “discontinuity thesis,”
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which regards later Protestant Orthodoxy, that consolidated, confessional voice which
developed in the later sixteenth century within both traditions, as a basic betrayal of
the early Reformation.?” Instead, it will be useful simply to outline a number of issues
which must be taken into account in any scholarly assessment of the question.

First, it is important to note that Reformation theology itself is not a total break with
the theological past. When, for example, one looks at the relationship of Luther to his
mentors in the via moderna, one can see points both of continuity and of discontinuity.
On the one hand, his notion of justification by the imputed righteousness of Christ
marks him off from Gabriel Biel, with his emphasis upon the intrinsic righteousness of
the believer as the basis for justification. On the other hand, when one realizes that Biel’s
understanding of their righteousness is set within the pactum framework which allows
inferior works to be accounted as meritorious, one finds an emphasis upon the priority
of God’s will and decision in salvation which arguably carries over into Luther. Fur-
thermore, in arguing for an anti-Pelagian understanding of salvation, Luther places
himself within a tradition which goes back through the Middle Ages to the early Church
Fathers. Again, if Luther does innovate in The Bondage of the Will, such innovation takes
place within an established anti-Pelagian trajectory of theology. None of the main-
stream Reformers regarded themselves as innovators and all were concerned to main-
tain a dialogue with the past.

Given, then, the complexity of the relationship between Reformation and pre-
Reformation theology, it is clear that any approach to the field which ignores this, opting
for simple black-and-white models of analysis, is doomed to produce a distorted picture
of the theological developments which took place at the hands of Luther, Zwingli, and
company. Following on from this, if it is illegitimate to analyze Reformation theology in
abstraction from the wider Western tradition, how much more so is it to remove that
theology which built upon it from that same tradition? One must beware, then, any
approach to the question of the development of post-Reformation Lutheranism and
Reformed theology which attempts to explain it solely in terms of what was done
between 1517 and 1559. The larger diachronic context is of crucial importance.

A second important point to remember when approaching post-Reformation Protes-
tantism is the need to set the phenomenon within the wider cultural, social, and polit-
ical contexts. Much has been made by some scholars of the reappearance in Protestant
theology of the elaborate structure and language (often Aristotelian in origin) of
medieval scholasticism, and this has been interpreted as a sign of the increasing “ratio-
nalism” of Protestant theology on the eve of the Enlightenment. Certainly, when one
compares Calvin’s Institutes with Francis Turretin’s Institutes of Elenctic Theology, the
linguistic and methodological differences are striking. Nevertheless, before blaming the
change on a sinister internal principle driving Protestant theology towards rationalism,
it is worthwhile asking whether there are any other reasons that may account for the
change. First, it must be noted that over one hundred years separates the two works —
and there can be little historical basis for assuming that two works separated by such
a period of time should automatically resemble each other in terms of language and
approach.?!

Thirdly, the issue of genre must be addressed: Calvin wrote, as he tells us, to provide
a handbook to accompany his commentaries, a theological source-book which allowed
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him to avoid long topical excursus during his commentaries; Turretin, however, was
producing a textbook of theology which addressed topics in a way that made them easy
to teach and to interrelate in the classroom, and which addressed positions of oppo-
nents in a clear and helpful manner. In other words, to compare the respective Insti-
tutes of Calvin and Turretin in terms of form is about as useful as comparing apples
and oranges. What we have is two different types of theological production, intended
to achieve two different pedagogic purposes.

Fourthly, the fact that Turretin and others returned to using the language and struc-
tures of medieval scholastic theology does not mean either that they abandoned the
Reformation theology of their ancestors or that they regressed to some kind of arid,
rationalistic approach to theology. In fact, what happened historically in the years after
the start of the Reformation was the movement of Protestant theology from the church
into the academy, with the result that theologians found it both necessary and useful
to take on board the established structures and language of contemporary educational
culture. This culture was not restricted to one confessional tradition but embodied a
European phenomenon — all theologians of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
whether Roman Catholic, Lutheran, or Reformed, partook of a curriculum which in
terms of its basic structure and scholastic/Aristotelian language exhibited a reasonable
level of consistency across the board. Thus, we find remarkable similarities in approach
between, say, Turretin’s Institutes and the Methodus Theologiae of Richard Baxter, not
because there was a similarly remarkable coincidence of content — Turretin was “High
Orthodox,” presenting a thoroughgoing Reformed confessionalism, while Baxter was
more eclectic and had significant leanings towards Arminianism — but because both
adopted and adapted the current structural and linguistic culture to their own pur-
poses. In each case, argument proceeds by working under the broad headings of
scholastic theology: prolegomena, doctrine of God, etc., using the tried and tested
method of asking questions, presenting the case for and against, and a resolution of
the issue. This reflected the pedagogic procedures of the classroom, not some sinister
inner rationalism working itself out — and, one has to say, to anyone who has read
works using this method, whether medieval, Renaissance, or post-Reformation, it does
seem to have been a remarkably good way of exploring any given issue.*?

In light of this, the key question concerning post-Reformation theology is not
whether it used modes of discourse that were typical of the intellectual culture of its
day, nor whether it used the same language as the early Reformers — of course it did —
but how it used such modes and language, and what it expressed through them. This
leads to the fifth factor which must be taken into account: the increasing complexity of
the polemical context. In the above discussion concerning the Christological differences
between the Lutherans and the Reformed, it was clear that what began ostensibly as a
debate over exegesis of passages relevant to the eucharist gradually brought to the
surface distinct differences over the very person of Christ himself, particularly in terms
of how the two natures of Christ related to each other in the incarnation. The result
was that a theological vocabulary of an increasingly technical and complex nature was
needed in order to achieve the level of precision demanded by the nature of the debates
in which the two sides were engaged. For example, to return to the central point at
issue between Lutheran and Reformed, that of the communication of properties in the
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incarnation, the Lutherans came to distinguish the communication into three genera
(Mueller 1934:272-86). The first, the genus idiomaticum, refers to the predication of the
attributes of both natures to the one person of the mediator: e.g. Jesus Christ, the one
human being, suffers and dies. The purpose of this is to emphasize the unity of the
person over the alleged Nestorianism of the Reformed. The second, the genus maiesta-
ticum, refers to the hypostatic relationship of the human nature of Christ within the
union. The human nature is only constituted as a person in the context of the union
(it is, in itself, anhypostatic, to use the patristic phrase of Leontius of Byzantium). This
genus also refers to the transfer of properties within the person between the divine
nature and the human nature and accounts for the ubiquity of Christ’s flesh. Thirdly,
the genus apotelesmaticum emphasizes the fact that nothing is done by either nature
of the Mediator without the full communion and cooperation of the other. Of these
three, the Reformed obviously rejected the second genus, the maiestaticum, as this
crystalized the point of disagreement between the two confessions, and tended only to
adhere to the first, the idiomaticum, which they tended to understand only as referring
to a verbal peculiarity and not, as the Lutherans, as referring to the real attribution of
both sets of properties to the person who really bears them.

What is important to grasp about this apparent hair-splitting is that this increased
technicality in no way disrupted the original intention of the earlier debates — that of
establishing the relationship between the two natures in order to guarantee the ubig-
uity of Christ’s flesh — nor did it place later Lutheran thought in a position of funda-
mental discontinuity with the past: it is, rather, an indicator of the requirements of
contemporary polemical theology and of the need to provide a clear definition of what
prevents the Lutherans from being Reformed. What it actually did was to bring into
much sharper focus the very points which had been at issue all along. It is thus not
enough to point to change in language or increases in technical precision and com-
plexity in themselves as indicating fundamental changes in theological direction: the
purpose to which that language is being put is the real point at issue. It is these factors
— diachronic and synchronic contexts, genre, and the use, not the type, made of par-
ticular structures of argument and language — which must provide the basic frame-
work for interpreting the development of Reformation theology in the post-Reformation
period. When this is done, as it has been, the result is that the Lutheran and Reformed
orthodoxy of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries can be seen as part of the
ongoing Western tradition and not as a fundamental break with that tradition.

The Significance of Reformation Theology

Despite the many differences between Reformation theology and the medieval back-
ground with which it so consciously disagreed, it seems increasingly evident to schol-
ars that it is not to be understood as the fundamental break with the past that an earlier
generation of polemicists considered it to be. There may be great disagreements over
issues of authority, exegesis, grace, justification, sacraments, and ecclesiology between
the Reformers and their Catholic predecessors and contemporaries, but there was also
much they had in common: a desire to stand in continuity with the Church Fathers,
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particularly Augustine; in many cases, a basic anti-Pelagianism; and a fundamental
adherence to Western trinitarianism and the basic structures of Catholic Christology.
In terms, therefore, of its basic concerns and the kinds of theological questions being
asked, Reformation theology is not a wholesale break with the earlier tradition but a
debate within that ongoing tradition. This is not to underestimate the differences — it is
still, pace much ecumenical writing, difficult to square Luther’s teaching on justifica-
tion with the Council of Trent’s declarations on this issue** — but to point out that the
kind of theology being pursued by both medievals and Reformers in terms of its basic
ontological and theological structures, emphases, and concerns, exhibits strong points
of continuity. It was only with the rise of the Enlightenment, with its emphasis upon
the priority of subjective epistemology and upon human autonomy, that this kind of
theology gave way to something radically different. Seen in this light, it is arguable that
the Reformation is not the intellectual watershed of Western religious thought that it
is sometimes made out to be: it had profound ecclesiastical implications; but it did not
change the nature of the theological game in the way that the work of Aristotle did in
the twelfth century or Descartes and, even more so, Kant was to do in the Enlighten-
ment. It thus stands between the two great philosophical shifts in the Western world —
the Aristotelian Renaissance and the Enlightenment — not as a fundamental change in
theology as a whole but as a significant change of direction within the established
Western Augustinian tradition.

Notes

For a good historical discussion of the Reformation, see Cameron (1991).
A good introduction to the theological issues is McGrath (1993).
For a discussion of Biel’s thought, see Oberman (1983).
Quoted in the Introduction to Martin Luther, Lectures on Romans (1961 :xxxvi—xxxvii). The
original text is in D. Martin Luthers Werke: Kritische Gesantausgabe, 63 vols. (Weimar,
1883-1987) (hereafter WA), 54:179-87.
5 For an English translation of the theses at the Heidelberg Disputation, see Dillenberger
(1961:500-3).
6 The true theologian is one who, according to Thesis 20, “perceives what is visible of God,
God'’s ‘backside’, by beholding the sufferings and the cross” (Dillenberger 1961:502).
7 For a history of justification from the early Church to the present day, see McGrath (1986).
8 Luther’s basic position on the relationship of justification to good works is expounded in the
1520 treatise The Freedom of a Christian, which can be found translated in Dillenberger
(1961:42-85).
9 The best English translation of this work is that by Packer and Johnston, The Bondage of the
Will (1957).
10 See, for example, Packer and Johnston (1957:169-71).
11 On the thought of Zwingli, see Stephens (1986).
12 For Luther’s principal writings on the eucharist, see Luther’s Works, 55 vols. (St.
Louis/Philadelphia, 1958-86), vols. 35-8. Of particular interest in his controversy with the
papacy is “The Babylonian Captivity of the Church” in vol. 36; his principal writings against
Zwingli can be found in vols. 37-8, the latter of which contains various accounts of the
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Marburg Colloquy written from both Lutheran and Zwinglian perspectives. For Zwingli on
the eucharist, see Pipkin (1985, vol. 2).

13 The literature on Reformed theology is vast. For a good guide to its developments, see Muller,
Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics (1986— ). See also the essays in Trueman and Clark
(1999) and Assett and Dekker (2001).

14 The best introduction to Calvin’s life and thought remains Wendel (1963).

15 See Calvin (1960, vol. 2:13.4). For good discussions of Reformed Christology, particularly
in terms of continuity/discontinuity with patristic and medieval precedents, see Willis
(1966); also Oberman (1992b:234-58).

16 For good Lutheran discussions of humiliation and exaltation, see Elert (1962:236ff.);
Mueller (1934:287ff.); Schmid (1961:376-81).

17 A classic statement of the Reformed tradition can be found in the Synopsis Purioris Theolo-
giae (often known as the Leiden Synopsis), disputations 27 and 28. See the edition by
Bavinck (1881:262—81). Perhaps a more accessible, though somewhat eclectic survey, can
be found in Heppe (1950:488-509).

18 On post-Reformation Lutheranism, see Preus (1970-2).

19 On Arminius’s life, see Bangs (1971); on his theology, see Muller (1991); on his use of
Molinism, see Dekker (1996:337-52).

20 The most succinct statement of this position is that of Basil Hall, “Calvin against the
Calvinists” in (1966:19-37). Other scholars associated with variations on this theme are
T. F. Torrance, J. B. Torrance, Brian Armstrong, and Ernst Bizer.

21 On the issue of Aristotelian language, see Trueman (1998:34—44).

22 Onscholasticism as method, not content, see Weisheipl (2003), “Scholastic Method,” in The
New Catholic Encyclopedia 12:1145-6.

23 For a brave but ultimately unconvincing attempt to do this, see Kiing (1964).
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CHAPTER 11
Modernity

Garrett Green

Any attempt to understand the relationship between theology and modernity involves
the interpreter in a fundamental ambiguity from the outset, for the two are by no means
independently identifiable quantities but rather are interlinked in a complex history.
Such, at any rate, is the case for the tradition of modern Christian theology, which will
be our primary concern here. From one perspective modernity itself might plausibly be
interpreted as the product of Western Christian culture, springing from sources in
Renaissance and Reformation Europe that blossomed into maturity in the Enlighten-
ment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But if that is the case, how do we
account for the radically anti-Christian character of some of the most important
writings of that very Enlightenment, not to mention its aftermath in the secular
thought of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries? One of the most dramatic and influ-
ential of those later thinkers, Friedrich Nietzsche, argued explicitly that both were in
fact true: modernity is the inevitable outcome of Christianity and is at the same time
its dissolution. The event that he calls “the death of God” does not result from the
assault of some external enemy on the fortress of Christian theology; rather, it is the
ironic outcome of Christian belief itself — what he calls its morality. “What it was that
really triumphed over the Christian god,” Nietzsche writes, was “Christian morality
itself, the concept of truthfulness that was understood ever more rigorously . . . trans-
lated and sublimated into a scientific conscience, into intellectual cleanliness at any
price.” The history of Christian thought on this account is the history of its progressive
dissolution: “After Christian truthfulness has drawn one inference after another, it must
end by drawing its most striking inference, its inference against itself” (Nietzsche
1967:161, 1974:307).! One need not share Nietzsche's jaundiced view of Christianity
in order to agree with him that the seeds of secular modernity are contained within
its history.

The term modern is one of those unavoidable but elusive terms we employ in order
to organize the vast and complex flow of historical time into manageable chunks, and
to identify the broad patterns that enable us to distinguish one age from another. Since
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the seventeenth century in Europe, the word modern has become the favored designa-
tion for our own time in contradistinction to the ancient and medieval periods. It had
been used in a variety of ways in the history of Western culture, beginning as early as
the fifth century ck, when Latin Christians called their new age modernus to distinguish
it from pagan antiquity. Recent historians have variously associated the origins of
modernity with the European Renaissance, the Protestant Reformation, or the Enlight-
enment. In our present context — the relationship of theology and modernity — the most
useful point at which to locate the beginnings of modernity is in seventeenth-century
Europe. It was during this period that a new sensibility and new cultural forms first
emerged that were no longer based on ecclesiastical authority or religious tradition.
These emerging modern ideas and institutions, however, were not simply anti-religious;
rather, they represent an attempt to ground religion itself in a new way, to build culture
on a new and modern foundation and to know God and to justify belief in him without
recourse to the authoritarianism of the previous age. The twentieth-century theologian
and martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer, writing from a prison cell in the waning days of the
Third Reich, seized upon a phrase from the seventeenth-century philosopher and
statesman Hugo Grotius to capture the essential feature of modernity: etsi deus non
daretur, to be modern is to live one’s life, to do one’s thinking, and to organize society
“as if there were no God.” For Bonhoeffer this motto came to represent die miindigge-
wordene Welt, the modern world that has “come of age,” the era of cultural adulthood
when we no longer seek the solace and support of traditional authority but strive to live
in a this-worldly (secular) manner, relying on our own resources as human beings.

The Origins of Modernity

Dating modernity from the seventeenth century implies that the Protestant Reforma-
tion — the most plausible alternative candidate for the origin of the modern world — is
essentially premodern, still part of the Middle Ages. The clearest way to state the rela-
tionship is to say that the Reformation of the sixteenth century created the precondi-
tions for a modernity that first emerged on the stage of history a century later. Or,
expressed in different metaphor, modernity was conceived in the Reformation but born
in the Enlightenment. Protestantism represents the fracturing of the “one holy order”
that had held the imagination of Western European civilization in thrall throughout
the Middle Ages. That ideal unity, of course, was never fully realized in practice; yet its
powerful hold over the medieval imagination is one of the defining characteristics of
premodern Christian civilization. By its rejection, in both theory and practice, of the
unitary authority of the Roman Church, the revolt of the Protestants brought to an
end the ideal of an ecclesiastically centered civilization of Christian peoples. The imme-
diate political consequence was the Thirty Years War (1618-1648), in which Catholic
and Protestant forces, marching under the banners of competing religious absolutes,
wreaked havoc over much of Europe and left Germany, in particular, in physical and
cultural ruins. A similar lesson about the consequences of confessional strife was mean-
while being learned in Britain as the forces of a Puritan Protestantism succeeded in
breaking the hold of the old ecclesiastical-political order. The fact that the traditional
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institutions of Church and State were restored did not erase the rift in the hearts and
minds of the Anglo-Saxon cultural elite, many of whom assumed leadership in the
emerging modern world. The concrete symbol of the end of the old order and the new
religious and political pluralism in Europe was the formula at the heart of the Peace of
Westphalia (1648) that put an end to the wars of religion: cuius regio eius religio. Hence-
forth every principality would worship according to the religious convictions of its
prince. This new order ought not to be confused with freedom of religion, which still
lay in the future. Rather, it legitimated a system of juxtaposed “absolutes” in which rival
claimants to ultimate authority coexisted side by side: unmistakable evidence that the
era of religious uniformity had passed into history.

A good way to conceptualize the radical disjuncture between the modern world and
its ancient and medieval predecessors is to start at the level of world-view in the most
concrete sense of the term: the picture of the world that every age carries in its imag-
ination, and which functions as a means of physical, psychological, and religious
orientation. Historians and philosophers have long associated the “Copernican
Revolution” (the label was coined by the modern philosopher Immanuel Kant) with the
origins of modernity and its break with the past. To understand why it was revolu-
tionary, one must look at the image of the world that it displaced, which can be called
the Aristotelian—Christian world-view.> As the name suggests, this picture of the world
originated in Greek antiquity, specifically in the philosophy of Aristotle, and was sub-
sequently elaborated in the astronomy of Ptolemy (second-century cg). It was appro-
priated by Christian thinkers early in the Church’s history and served as the common
assumption of Christian civilization until it was dislodged in early modernity by the
heliocentric schema of Copernicus and his successors. In the Aristotelian—Ptolemaic
world-view the earth was located in the center of a finite universe and enclosed within
the concentric spherical shells of the seven planets (the Moon, Mercury, Venus, the Sun,
Mars, Jupiter, Saturn), which were in turn enclosed by the sphere of the fixed stars.
From Aristotle on, a sharp distinction was made between the heavens, the realm of per-
fection and harmony, and the “sublunary” region including the earth, characterized
by corruption and change. Aristotle thought of God, the prime mover who imparted
motion to the universe, as surrounding it nonspatially. In the Christianized version
of this world-view the invisible heaven was conceived spatially as identical with, or
beyond, the outermost firmament. This heaven, the abode of angels and saints, was
counterposed to its opposite, hell, located in the center of the earth at the point of
farthest remove from God. The ascension of Christ, as well as the blessed, was accord-
ingly thought of as an upward movement through the lower heavens to the highest
heaven beyond the spheres.

The Aristotelian—Christian world-view was thus far more than an astronomical
theory, comprising the stage or framework for the whole divine—-human drama of cre-
ation and redemption. For just this reason, its replacement by the new Copernican
picture of the heavens was a “revolutionary” event for theology as well as astronomy.
On the one hand, it represented the displacement of man from the center of the uni-
verse. (As the Old Cardinal in Bertolt Brecht's play Galileo, puts it: “Mr. Galilei transfers
mankind from the center of the universe to somewhere on the outskirts. Mr. Galilei is
therefore an enemy of mankind.”) The other side of the coin, however, is that the new
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world-view has been discovered by human reason, so that in a different and more
important sense, man is more than ever at the center of things: the old geocentric world
has been replaced by the modern anthropocentric world. The old Aristotelian—Christian
world-view persisted in the Catholic theology of the Counter-Reformation, but its hold
gradually loosened in the new Protestant theologies, especially among Lutherans.
Lutheran orthodoxy, following Luther himself, ceased to think of heavenly glory in
spatio-temporal terms at all; even Christ’s ascension took spatial form only until he dis-
appeared into the clouds, and then only for the sake of the disciples’ limited under-
standing. This doctrine was attacked by Reformed theologians, who as late as the early
eighteenth century were still opposing the teachings of Copernicus as unbiblical. The
original appearance of Copernicus’s De revolutionibus orbium coelestium was due to a
Lutheran theologian and reformer of Niirnberg, Andreas Osiander, who first published
it in 1543 together with his own preface. Despite this promising start, however, the
Lutheran universities were among the slowest to adopt the new Copernican theory, pri-
marily because of the opposition of Luther’s leading associate, Philipp Melanchthon,
who attacked it on scientific grounds in his textbook on physics.

The theological revolution represented by the destruction of the old Aristotelian—
Christian world-view is epitomized in an exchange that allegedly took place between
the Emperor Napoleon and the modern astronomer Laplace. To the monarch’s pious
query, “Where is God in your system of the universe?” the scientist reportedly retorted,
“Sire, we have no need of that hypothesis!” The papal astronomer in Brecht’s play
Galileo, after learning of Galileo’s discoveries, makes the comment, “Now it’s for the
theologians to set the heavens right again” — which can be taken as a motto for the task
of modern theology.

The modern world that appeared on the scene in the course of the seventeenth
century — the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648 makes a useful symbolic date of birth — can
be seen as the outcome of three factors, two negative and one positive.

The first was the new awareness of plurality that was the unintended legacy of the
Reformation. The result of the Thirty Years War was to legitimize confessional multi-
plicity and to provide it with a constitutional basis. Henceforth Lutheran, Reformed,
and Roman Catholic Christians — each claiming supreme religious authority — were
forced to coexist in mutual proximity and animosity, a situation that spoke louder to
the European peoples than the voices of their several theologians and creeds. The lesson
inevitably drawn by many from this arrangement was the skeptical one that none of
the confessions had a monopoly on the truth, and this realization undermined the
authority of the churches and eventually the doctrines they taught. The classic state-
ment of this modern attitude toward religious doctrines is expressed in the play Nathan
the Wise, by the eighteenth-century German poet and philosopher G. E. Lessing
(1729-81). His parable of the three rings epitomizes the twin attitudes of the Enlight-
enment toward religion: tolerance, along with an underlying skepticism about
religious orthodoxy.

A second factor in the birth of modernity is closely related to the first: a growing
weariness over religious wars and persecution. Not only had confessional division
undermined the authority of religious institutions, but it had also eventuated in mutual
hatred and violence. The wars of religion had awakened a deep yearning for unity and
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peace, the very qualities once guaranteed by religion but now seemingly destroyed by
confessional strife. And the happy exception of the Netherlands also seemed to offer a
lesson: tolerance pays. Here was a nation that permitted religious freedom and was
thriving economically!

In addition to the negative incentives of competing ultimate authorities and religious
warfare, emerging modernity was given positive encouragement by a third factor,
the rise of what was then called the “new science” and has come down to us as modern
science. The full impact of the change that had been heralded by Copernicus was
brought home in the work of Galileo (1564—1642), who produced actual evidence for
the heliocentric theory, firmly linking celestial with terrestrial reality. Using the new-
fangled technology of the telescope, he was able to demonstrate that the same princi-
ples applied “up there” as “down here.” It is surely no accident that the most notorious
clash between the official church and modern science was occasioned by Galileo’s dis-
coveries, which brought into stark contrast the incompatible paradigms of the old world
picture and the new. The new science reached its culmination in the work of a man
born the same year that Galileo died, Isaac Newton (1642—-1727), whose Philosophic
Naturalis Principia Mathematica first exhibited the new world-view in all its glory. It
appeared as a vast cosmic machine in which space and time are the infinite and uniform
containers of material bodies, which move according to universal laws. The most pow-
erful feature of the Newtonian theory was its contention that those laws are written in
the language of mathematics, and are thus universally applicable and knowable in
principle by all men on the basis of their natural endowments. Newton was also pre-
pared to say where God was located in his system — namely, external to it as its creator,
who had originally set it in motion and now intervened only occasionally in order to
make minor adjustments to the mechanism. It was not long, however, before even this
weakened notion of divine providence withered away, leaving the “watchmaker” God
of the Deists.

Paralleling the new science was an equally revolutionary shift in philosophy. The
thinker usually acknowledged to be the founder of modern philosophy, René Descartes
(1596-1650), likewise belongs to seventeenth-century Europe. The essence of the
revolution he brought about is the concept of methodological doubt. (Brecht’s Galileo:
“The millennium of faith is ended, said I, this is the millennium of doubt.”) But
Cartesian doubt is not an indication of unbelief but rather a doubting for the sake of
certainty. By making doubt the first principle of philosophy, Descartes intended not to
undermine religion but rather to set it on a new and secure foundation. The method
bears a striking resemblance to the science of this day, to which he was also a notable
contributor. His thought experiment rests on a simple premise: if one employs doubt as
a kind of epistemological acid to dissolve away all doubtful propositions, one will be left
with the indubitable core of experience, which Descartes expressed in that most famous
of philosophical utterances, cogito ergo sum (“I think, therefore I am”). The sheer aware-
ness of my own existence, he is saying, I can by no means doubt away. And this
survivor of doubt, this cogito, then becomes the foundation for a new philosophical
program, in which the philosopher is able to establish even belief in God with new cer-
titude. Beyond the question of whether the Cartesian method is plausible, however, is
the new “metaphysical” quandary in which it leaves philosophy. For Descartes was
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forced to acknowledge two “substances,” two kinds of fundamental reality, which he
called res cogitans (“thinking substance”) and res extensa (“extended substance”). This
situation leads to the infamous “Cartesian dualism” of mind and matter, much
lamented by modern philosophers because it apparently leaves the thinking subject iso-
lated from the world of material objects. Descartes’ achievement, on the other hand, is
considerable, for he has provided an answer to the question of Laplace by finding a place
in the modern world for God, a secure place within the human subject. Less successful
is his attempt to relate God to the external world machine of modern science, for he
was the first thinker to compare the creator to a fine watchmaker, who plays a neces-
sary role in the origin of the world but then has no apparent job to do in its ongoing
history.

Enlightenment: the Religion of Reason

Proposals to ground religion, not on the specific claims of one historic tradition or
another but rather on universal reason, found a ready audience among Europeans
wearied by a century of confessional strife. The analogy with science was powerfully
suggestive: just as there is a natural science based on universal mathematical laws that
are transparent to reason, might there not be a natural religion likewise knowable by all
without regard to time, place, or historical tradition? As the seventeenth century
unfolded, a number of thinkers answered this question in the affirmative. An early
example appears in the work of Edward, Lord Herbert of Cherbury (1583-1648), a
veteran of the Thirty Years War and brother of the poet George Herbert. Seeking a
common basis for religion that could be acknowledged by all human beings, Lord
Herbert concluded from his study of ancient and modern religion that God had
endowed his human creatures with certain Common Notions (notitiae communes) that
are sufficient to ground the essentials of religious faith in all times and places. There
are five such innate ideas, he contended: (1) that God exists, and (2) ought to be wor-
shiped, (3) that virtuous living is the best way to honor God, (4) that all people abhor
evil, and (5) that there will be rewards and punishments after death. This teaching, put
forth in his book De veritate (1624 ), has earned him the label “Father of Deism,” a move-
ment that ignited a religious controversy that was to dominate England for the next
century and more.

The Deist Controversy sprang from the tension between a universal natural religion
and the specific teachings of the historical traditions, called positive religions by the
Enlightenment rationalists.? Even if philosophers like Descartes or Herbert of Cherbury
could succeed in making room for a kind of general theism, the specific claims of
Christian (and by implication, other) revelation would still need to be brought into
harmony with the world-view of modernity. This question focused attention on the
Bible, whose meaning and status has been one of the most persistent and controversial
issues of modern theology. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Britain this issue
divided religious rationalists into two camps: rational supernaturalists, who acknowl-
edged the importance of reason but affirmed the necessity of revelation as well, and the
Deists, who either rejected revelation outright or reduced it to a mere accommodation
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to the masses of the same rational religion obtainable by philosophers through reason.
The position of those who argued for the necessity of revelation is epitomized by the
philosopher John Locke (1632-1704), widely known for his empiricism and for his con-
tributions to modern theories of toleration and individual liberty, but also the author
of the classic work of rational supernaturalism, The Reasonableness of Christianity
(1695). The book’s argument presupposes Locke’s tripartite distinction among propo-
sitions “above, contrary and according to reason.” The latter two cases present no dif-
ficulties, since any claim that is contrary to reason is false on its face while claims shown
to be in accord with reason are obviously true. The heart of Locke’s argument for
Christianity, however, is that it teaches essential revealed truths that are above reason,
and thus neither contradicted nor supported by it. Primary among them is Jesus’s claim
to be the Messiah. Locke argues that we are justified in accepting this central Christian
doctrine “above reason,” since it is warranted externally by the fact that Jesus fulfilled
prophecies and performed miracles. Such “outward signs” confirm the reasonableness
of Christianity.

Locke’s opponents, who came to be called Deists, denied the possibility of supra-
rational truth and insisted accordingly that genuine religion be purged of all mystery.
The two most important Deists were John Toland (1670-1722), author of Christianity
Not Mysterious (1696), and Matthew Tindal (1655-1733), the Oxford scholar who in
1730 published Christianity as Old as the Creation, destined to become known as the
“Deists’ Bible.” Toland’s subtitle tells it all: . . . a Treatise Shewing, That there is nothing in
the Gospel Contrary to Reason, Nor Above it: And that no Christian Doctrine can be properly
call’d a Mystery. Christian revelation, he argues, can be shown to agree in all its essen-
tials with natural religion (for which no revelation is necessary). “What is once
reveal'd,” he maintains, “we must as well understand as any other Matter in the World,
Revelation being only of use to enform us, whilst the Evidence of its Subject perswades
us” (Toland 1969:146). Revealed and natural religion thus differ only in form and not
in content. Deism culminates in Tindal’s claim that, since biblical revelation merely
recapitulates natural religion, Christianity is “as old as the creation.” Once again the
subtitle gives the gist: . . . the Gospel, a Republication of the Religion of Nature. The war-
rants for believing the propositions of Christianity are thus not external, as in Locke,
but internal: “there can be no other Distinction between Morality and Religion, than
that the former is acting according to the Reason of Things consider’d in themselves;
the other, acting according to the same Reason of Things consider’d as the Will of God”
— a distinction that effectively reduces religion to morality and later provides Kant with
his definition of religion (Tindal 1967:298).* Joseph Butler (1692-1752) wrote the
most telling rejoinder to the Deists in The Analogy of Religion (1736), in which he argues
that nature is not nearly so uniform and rationally accessible as the proponents
of natural religion assume but is, rather, as ambiguous and recalcitrant as revelation.
But this argument proved to be a two-edged sword, for though it convinced some to
accept revealed mystery it provoked others — like David Hume — to reject both Deism
and rational supernaturalism.

The philosophy of Hume (1711-76) marks the end of an era in religious thought,
for his devastating attacks on miracles and the fulfillment of prophecy undermined the
external warrants on which the rational supernaturalists based their case. But his
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equally compelling critique of the argument from design, the favorite prop of the Deists,
represented the end of their appeal as well. The effect of this double assault was to
undermine the common assumption of both sides, the rationality of religious belief.
Hume thus drives a wedge between faith and reason, challenging his contemporaries
either to acknowledge that religion is based on a wholly irrational faith (a position he
claimed not to oppose) or to abandon it altogether. His challenge was heard in far-
off Konigsberg, where Kant credited Hume with awakening him from his “dogmatic
slumbers.”

Before turning to the culmination of the Enlightenment in the thought of Immanuel
Kant, we need to look briefly at the quite different situation that obtained in France.
The French Enlightenment differed from its British and German counterparts pri-
marily because the relationship of modernity to the past was fundamentally different
in France. King Louis XIV (1643-1715) set out to unify the French nation and culture
under the banner of the Counter-Reformation, which entailed the suppression of
Protestantism by force, most dramatically in the destruction of the Huguenots through
exile, repression, and conversion. The French state remained the dutiful servant of the
Roman Church until the Revolution of 1789. This situation helps to explain why even
so bitter an enemy of the Church as Voltaire, on his deathbed confessed to a priest and
issued a written apology. (Under prevailing law, bodies of those who died refusing the
sacramental ministry of the Catholic Church were to be dragged naked through the
streets and thrown unburied on the dump; and despite his confession, Voltaire narrowly
escaped this fate when he died two months later.) The French philosophes, though they
borrowed arguments from the English Deists, were thus far more outspoken in their
rejection of superstition and religious persecution. The epitome of the French Enlight-
enment, Voltaire (1694—1778; born Francois Marie Arouet), often sought to disguise
his true views, but he was evidently a Deist, who relied on the argument from design
and appealed to the analogy of the watchmaker God. But he reserved the most scathing
of his rapier prose for attacking the Church, delighting in the motto écrasez I'infame
(“crush the infamous thing”). Voltaire was the mentor and inspiration for a group of
younger French intellectuals who called themselves “the philosophers” and came to
typify the Enlightenment in France. The most visible fruit of their work was the Ency-
clopedia (Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, 28
volumes, 1751-72), under the editorship of Jean d’Alembert (1717-83) and Denis
Diderot (1713-84), which was marked by a militant atheism and materialism. Thus
under Louis XIV both the Church and unbelief paradoxically flourished (Hirsch 1949,
vol. 3:60).

Beyond Enlightenment: Kant

The thinker who offered the most famous definition of Enlightenment,” Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804), also marks its culmination and is thus the one most responsible for
bringing it to an end and ushering in a new era in the relationship of theology and
modernity. His critical philosophy is the watershed of modern thought, the prism
through which the earlier lines of modernity are gathered up and refracted in new
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patterns that set the course of religious thought for the coming century — and beyond.
Kant is the quintessential modern thinker, the one whose contribution is so definitive
that without taking him into account no adequate understanding of theology and
modernity is possible. He is the author of two interrelated revolutions in modern
thought, one philosophical and the other theological. In the former role Kant takes up
where Hume had left off, extending and systematizing the critique of natural theology;
in the latter he lays the foundation for a whole new way of doing theology — one that
sets the pattern for the liberal theologies of the next two centuries. He announces his
intentions in the preface to the Critique of Pure Reason: “I have . . . found it necessary,”
he writes, “to deny knowledge, in order to make room for faith” (Kant 1965).

The first, or philosophical, task (“to deny knowledge”) Kant carries out in his Critique
of Pure Reason by proposing a bold new model of reason as inherently active, not simply
the receptive tabula rasa of earlier empiricists such as Locke. But neither does Kant take
the other extreme, exemplified by rationalists like Herbert of Cherbury, who see reason
itself as a source of knowledge. His middle way he calls critical, proposing that reason
works “synthetically” to produce knowledge by applying a priori rational concepts to
data supplied by the senses a posteriori. “Critique” is his name for the philosophical
analysis of experience that seeks to factor out the implicit a priori concepts by which we
organize and categorize sense data in order to synthesize knowledge. As far as theology
is concerned, the results of this analysis are largely negative, for we can in principle
have no knowledge of transcendent noumena such as God but only of the phenomena
that appear to our senses. On the other hand, we not only can but must conceive of
God, a concept that Kant calls “the Ideal of Pure Reason.” So we are left at the end of
the First Critique with not an atheism but an agnosticism, in which we are unable to
have knowledge of that which we must necessarily conceive.

But Kant’s project for reconstructing theology is not yet complete, for in the second
volume of his critical philosophy, the Critique of Practical Reason, he carries out his con-
structive theological task (“to make room for faith”). Here it is essential to note that it
is knowledge, not reason, that he has excluded from theology. Although he is convinced
that we can have no theoretical knowledge of God, he argues in the Second Critique that
we can nevertheless have a practical faith, and that this faith is rational. Indeed, it is not
too much to say that rational faith in God is not optional but necessary. Our moral ex-
perience, our conscience, Kant is saying, demands the reality of the objects of religious
belief — freedom, immortality, and God (Kant calls these the “postulates of pure practi-
cal reason”). Do we therefore have knowledge of these objects? No (for all the reasons
given in the First Critique). Is it rational to accept them? Yes — moreover, it is irrational
not to do so (for all the reasons given in the Second Critique)! Kant spells out this ratio-
nal theology in Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793), which is simultane-
ously a brief for what he calls “pure rational faith” and an apologetic argument for the
Christian religion as the one that most nearly exemplifies that ideal. For the same
reason, however, the book also contains a polemical rejection of the “positivity” of
Christianity — meaning all of its concrete historical specificity — so that in the end little
is left of the historic faith of the Church except an abstract shell of rationalized ethics.

Kant’s solution to the problem of theology and modernity can be seen in retrospect
as a powerful model that has been repeated in numerous variations in the liberal
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theologies and philosophies of religion in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In
each case the religious thinker first identifies one aspect of human experience (practi-
cal reason in Kant'’s case), which is at the same time both the definitively human char-
acteristic and the essence of religion. A case can then be made for the truth of the
Christian religion, understood to be one expression or symbolic embodiment (typically
the highest or best) of the essential humanum, which is also the religious a priori. The
price for such accommodation of Christianity to modernity, however, comes high; for
the “positive” elements of the gospel — those concrete particulars that have historically
counted as essential features of the faith — must be sacrificed to the universally human
and religious aspects. Religious thought of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries can
be read as a dialectic in which successive variations on Kant’s program compete with
one another, punctuated periodically by forceful attempts to reject the liberal model and
return theology to its orthodox roots.

The Nineteenth Century: Romanticism, Idealism,
and Their Critics

The most influential of those variations comes from the other figure most often cred-
ited with setting the course of liberal theology, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834)
who, unlike Kant, was a theologian and churchman. Typically called the “father of
modern Protestant theology,” he was raised in a pietistic home and came of age as part
of the early Romantic movement in Germany. His two major accomplishments, both
concerned with the relation of theology to modernity, are associated with two quite dif-
ferent books. In 1799, while a part of the circle of young Romantic poets and philoso-
phers, he published On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, in which he proposed
a radically new view of religion as an immediate (pre-reflective) relation to the Univer-
sum or All that manifests itself in feeling — which he called the “feeling of absolute [or
utter| dependence.” This religious intuition is available to every human being; but in
sharp contrast to the natural religion of the Enlightenment and to Kant’s ethical reli-
gion, it is located in neither the intellect nor the will but in the affections. This univer-
sal experience of religion is to be distinguished from all the specific historical religions,
including Christianity, yet at the same time it is the essential root of them all. In keeping
with this view of religion, the Speeches are rhetorical and apologetic in style, seeking to
evoke (“conjure”) that spirit of religion in the hearts of his skeptical fellow Romantics,
the “cultured despisers” of his subtitle.

Two decades later, as a professor in the newly founded Humboldt University of
Berlin, Schleiermacher published a work of a very different style, his theological
magnum opus titled The Christian Faith and known informally as the Glaubenslehre or
“doctrine of faith.” Despite the stylistic shift, The Christian Faith can be seen as Schleier-
macher’s attempt to interpret the doctrines of Christianity in accordance with the new
concept of religion developed in the Speeches. In a lengthy introduction he classifies
Christianity in relation to the other major religions of the world, from which it is dif-
ferentiated by relating its experience of religion specifically to “the redemption accom-
plished in Jesus of Nazareth.” Christian doctrines, on Schleiermacher’s terms, are not
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metaphysical descriptions of supernatural reality but rather, verbal accounts of the
uniquely Christian religious experience. This revolutionary turn in modern theology
means that for the followers of Schleiermacher doctrines are descriptive not of God but
of faith, or religious experience — though these theologians remain convinced that such
theology is still indirectly descriptive of God.

Along with Kant and Schleiermacher, the third towering figure from this fertile
period in German thought, G. W. E. Hegel (1770-1831), gave a different but equally
influential twist to the relationship of theology and modernity. A colleague and critic
of Schleiermacher at the University of Berlin, Hegel represents the culmination of
German Idealism, a movement that has its roots in Kant’s practical philosophy, and
which J. G. Fichte (1762-1814) and F. W. J. Schelling (1775-1854) developed into full-
blown Idealist systems. By rejecting Kant’s notion of a Ding an sich —the “thing in itself,”
which has reality apart from our knowledge of it — they argued in effect that all reason
is practical reason, since it constructs its objects of knowledge, which can thus be
accounted for without recourse to an ineffable and paradoxical Ding an sich. This move
dissolves the dichotomy of subject and object into a concept of the absolute ego (das Ich,
the “I"” or self), which the Idealists identify as the first principle of philosophy. In Hegel’s
mature system, the culmination of German Idealism, ultimate reality is interpreted as
the dialectical unfolding of God, or Absolute Spirit, through history in a process that is
at the same time God’s self-revelation and self-realization. To understand Hegel's view
of theology and modernity, it is necessary to look at the final stages of this historical
dialectic, which Hegel calls Absolute Spirit and distinguishes into the three domains of
art, religion, and philosophy. Each of these, as a form of Absolute Spirit, contains the
entire truth as its content; but only in the final transformation (Aufhebung) of art and
religion into pure philosophy does the truth attain its perfect form. Art expresses the
truth in sensuous forms; in religion, the next stage, the truth is expressed in ideas, but
they take shape in imagination — sensuous images that represent the truth metaphor-
ically or symbolically. Only at the pinnacle of the system does the truth achieve its puri-
fied expression in the pure translucent Concept, in which all traces of sensuality are left
behind. Viewed from the perspective of Hegel’s philosophy of religion, Spirit manifests
itself in a history of different religious forms culminating in the Absolute Religion,
which Hegel identifies with Christianity. By working out this vast and intricate system,
Hegel sought to do for modernity what Thomas Aquinas had done for the medieval
world: to produce a “modern synthesis” that would reconcile the truth of historic
Christianity with the thought forms of the modern world. Not many subsequent
thinkers are convinced that he succeeded, yet nearly all have been influenced by
his way of thinking. And the immediate successors of Hegel, disagreeing about
the meaning and significance of his philosophy, took modern religious thought in
important new directions.

The Hermeneutics of Suspicion and the Problem of History

Some of Hegel's immediate followers, who became known as the Hegelian Right,
believed that his Idealist system had indeed achieved the reconciliation of Christian
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truth and modernity; but their influence was short-lived. Far more important in the
long run were those on the other side of the split, the so-called Young Hegelians on the
Left, of whom three are especially crucial for later religious thought.

Ludwig Feuerbach (1804—1872) has been called “Hegel's Fate,” since he begins
from the Hegelian system, learns from it how to think dialectically, but then inverts the
whole enterprise into an historical materialism that denies rather than justifies the
truth claims of Christian theology. In The Essence of Christianity (1841), his best-known
work, Feuerbach reduces theology to anthropology, arguing that religion is based on
an illusory reversal of subject and object in which the essential attributes of humanity
are projected onto an imaginary divine subject. Like Hegel, he sees the incarnation of
Christ as the decisive historical turning point; but he inverts its meaning, interpreting
it as the moment in which the projected attributes of “God” are reclaimed by alienated
humanity. Feuerbach thus develops a “theological” atheism that does not attack
theology from without but turns its own implicit logic against it. In his later work,
Feuerbach leaves Hegel behind entirely and develops a critique of religion as a mis-
interpretation of the forces of nature by an illusory imagination.

Feuerbach'’s early dialectical critique of religion was politicized by Karl Marx
(1818-83), who interprets religious projection not simply as a theoretical error but
rather as the practical means by which the economically dominant classes have kept
the dissatisfaction of the oppressed classes in check by diverting their energies to un-
realistic otherworldly goals. He too claims to have inverted Hegel's system — not, as is
sometimes reported, by “turning Hegel on his head” but rather by finding the Idealist
Hegel already standing on his head and returning him to a firm footing on the earth.
Like Feuerbach, Marx learns to think dialectically from Hegel but then uses the method
to produce the opposite outcome: what Marx calls dialectical materialism, a philosophy
that offers the key to history and the motivation for the oppressed classes to rise up and
transform social reality. Religion is thus at the same time crucially important to the his-
torical process and wholly negative in its effects, the opiate that drugs the oppressed
into harmless dreams of another world, the flowers that disguise the true nature of the
economic chains that bind them. Religious critique is therefore the opening wedge in
the original Marxist program for socio-political transformation. There have been others
— especially the Liberation Theologians of the twentieth century — who have neverthe-
less believed that a modified Marxist analysis is a useful tool that can be employed on
behalf of theology. There are signs, however, now that the great political empire that
claimed Marx as its prophet has faded from the stage of history, that the influence of
his thought, whether positive or negative, is waning as the new century unfolds.

The kind of critical thought exemplified by Feuerbach and Marx has come to be
called the hermeneutics of suspicion, and it constitutes one of the most powerful
intellectual and moral factors in religious thought since the middle of the nineteenth
century. The other thinkers most commonly associated with this movement are
Nietzsche and Freud, but others in the past century and a half might also be usefully
understood as practitioners of hermeneutical suspicion. An example is the third major
figure among the Young Hegelians, David Friedrich Strauss (1808-74), who can be
thought of as the originator of the historical critique of Christianity. After studying the-
ology, Strauss came under the influence of Hegel. He taught philosophy briefly before
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publishing his Life of Jesus (1835), which became one of the most influential and con-
troversial books in modern religious thought, among not only scholars but also the
general public. Strauss is responsible for introducing a new interpretive key into biblical
scholarship, which he called mythological criticism, intended as a mediating position
between rationalistic interpretation (which took miracle stories to be either misinter-
pretations of scientifically explainable events or deliberate frauds), on the one hand,
and orthodox interpretation (which assumed that the gospels present wholly reliable
eye-witness accounts of supernatural occurrences), on the other. Strauss thus under-
cuts the common assumption of both sides, that the biblical account provides factual
information about the real Jesus. He was convinced that whatever facts could be estab-
lished are insufficient to give us a Jesus worthy of religious faith. Strauss does not main-
tain that the individual authors fictionalized the facts, but rather that the biblical
narratives are the product of an unconscious myth-building power of the early
Christian community, by which it expressed the truth it apprehended in the form of its
stories about Jesus. The storm of protest in response to the book ended Strauss’s acad-
emic career and unleashed a public controversy not only in Germany but also in Britain
after The Life of Jesus appeared in a translation by the novelist George Eliot, who was
also responsible for the English version of Feuerbach's Essence of Christianity.

The controversy about Strauss’s Jesus represents the most dramatic chapter in the
struggle over one of the major issues of theology and modernity, the problem of the
historical reliability of the Bible. The issue first emerged in the eighteenth century when
G. E. Lessing published posthumous fragments by the radical Deist Hermann Samuel
Reimarus challenging the historical truth of central biblical narratives. After Strauss
the arguments generally focused on attempts to distinguish myth from history, with lib-
erals typically arguing that the biblical writers presented their ideas in the form of
mythical stories, and conservatives insisting on the factual accuracy of the texts. A new
chapter in the battle over faith and history unfolded in the twentieth century after
Rudolf Bultmann (1884—1976) proposed that scripture be demythologized by means of
what he called “existential interpretation,” a method heavily influenced by the early
thought of the philosopher Martin Heidegger. Bultmann believed that his approach
made it possible to distinguish the essential message of the New Testament proclama-
tion (kerygma) from the mythic form in which it was expressed by the ancient authors.
His opponents, especially Karl Barth (1886-1968), charged that demythologization
distorts the essential message of Scripture, which cannot be isolated from the histori-
cal narrative in which it is embedded.

Dissenting Voices in Modern Theology

Before leaving the nineteenth century behind it is important to remember that not all
Christian thinkers followed the path of accommodation to modernity blazed by Kant,
Schleiermacher, and Hegel. There were, first, those representatives of traditional ortho-
doxy who tried their best to remain staunchly unaffected by modern ideas. In addition
to Catholic traditionalists, this group includes various restoration movements among
European Protestants; but of all the attempts to restore the Church to its historical
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confessions none was more influential than the Princeton Theology, which flourished
for more than a century at Princeton Theological Seminary. The leading theologians of
this movement, especially Charles Hodge (1797-1878) and his successor, Benjamin
Warfield (1851-1921), combined a doctrine of direct verbal inspiration of Scripture
with a commitment to conservative Calvinist confessionalism. Although they saw them-
selves as simply re-stating orthodox doctrine, they were in fact modern thinkers in their
stress on the use of reason and their insistence that theology is a science in the modern
sense of the term. The Princeton theologians also defended Christian orthodoxy against
modern secular and scientific ideas, especially Darwin's theory of evolution. Their strug-
gle with liberal theologians led in the early twentieth century to the Fundamentalist—
Modernist controversy, which split the Presbyterians and some other mainline churches
into separate liberal and fundamentalist or evangelical denominations.

Not all those who rejected theological accommodation to modernity, however, were
confessional restorationists. Two towering figures from the second half of the nine-
teenth century — Seren Kierkegaard (1813-55) and Friedrich Nietzsche (1844—1900)
—though in some ways direct opposites, offer powerful critiques of Enlightenment and
Idealist rationalism while attacking modern acculturated Christendom, which they see
as incompatible with New Testament Christianity. And both are masters of irony and
indirection, deliberately making it difficult to pin down their precise positions.

Kierkegaard, reacting strongly against the Hegelianism of the leaders of the new
Danish People’s Church founded after the revolution of 1848, employed irony and a
complex pattern of pseudonymous writings to challenge the bourgeois Christianity of
his times with the strangeness of the New Testament gospel. He ridicules and parodies
the systems of the Hegelians while using Socrates as a foil for presenting the radicality
of true Christian faith, which he sees as discontinuous with rational argument, a
“scandal” that can only be approp